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ABSTRACT 



This book presents five composites of teachers and students 
in action to portray and elaborate on the English Language Arts standards 
developed by the National Council of Teachers of English and the 
International Reading Association. The book demonstrates that teaching and 
learning are not generic, homogeneous activities that transcend time, space, 
and culture. Each chapter-long narrative in the book follows a classroom 
community through a unit of study geared to that community's unique social 
and cultural context- -with its own distinct set of values and with learners 
who bring these values to class. The book thus reveals the "situatedness " of 
both teaching and learning. It helps illustrate how every classroom teacher 
can adapt standards into a learner-centered pedagogy that capitalizes on 
students' strengths. Contains a glossary. (Each chapter contains resources.) 
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This book is one of four in the NCTE Standards in Practice series. The idea 
for this series grew out of requests from many teachers around the country who 
participated in the development of the NCTE/IRA standards and who asked if 
we could publish a book or a series of books that would illustrate what the stan- 
dards might look like in actual classrooms at different grade levels. 

This request was both inviting and challenging. Because one of the main 
goals of NCTE is to support classroom teachers, providing a series of books that 
would help define the standards seemed like the sort of thing we should do— 
and it is the type of thing, we like to think, we do quite well. At the same time, 
there were many challenges in developing these books. We wondered: Could 
we do it? What might these books look like? What standards would we use? 
How important would uniformity and consistency be among the books in the 
series? 

The four authors and I spent time exploring these questions and it soon 
became evident that the development of this series was, perhaps, both simpler 
and even more important than we had originally thought. We decided that if we 
asked English language arts teachers who were doing interesting and challenging 
work in their classrooms to reflect in writing on their practices and to tell us 
their stories, the standards would be there, already at work in students learning. 
After all, the English language arts standards did emerge from those practices 
that our membership and the IRA membership said they valued most The stan- 
dards do not stand above and apart from the practices of actual classroom 
teachers, or dictate to them— rather they represent what those teachers and the 
many others involved in English language arts education agree is the best and 
most productive current thinking about teaching and learning. We also decided 
that each book in the series did not have to follow the same generic format. 
What each book should do instead is tell its own story and use the format that 
best fits and supports the story or stories being told. 

All of us agreed that we wanted the books in this series to be stories or rich 
illustrations of classroom practice. Stories, we thought, would allow the writers to 
capture the rich and complex activities of teaching and learning and, in addition, 
would illustrate the interconnectedness of the English language arts and of the 
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standards themselves. We also wanted our readers to see how teachers create 
contexts as well as learning experiences. We thought it was important for the 
readers to experience both the struggles and the successes teachers and stu- 
dents encounter. And we hoped that the stories would make explicit the impor- 
tance of the teacher as researcher: We believe the standards are dynamic in 
nature and will change and improve only if teachers actively and deliberately . 
interrogate their own practice-learning and growing from their professional and 
classroom experiences. 

In these four books we meet caring teachers who meet all our most chal- 
lenging criteria for teaching and learning. They are women and men who think 
deeply about the quality of life and intellectual growth they provide for their stu- 
dents. Some of the teachers we meet in the series are new to the profession and 
are trying out ideas for the first time. Others have been teaching for many years 
but, as always, are reflecting on and questioning some of their practices, and in 
their stories we see them making changes. All of them, whether they are teach- 
ing five-year-olds or eighteen-year-olds, whether they themselves have been 
teaching for five or for eighteen or more years, put students’ learning at the cen- 
ter of their curricula and engage their students in challenging, authentic experi- 
ences. By presenting an array of classroom portraits, these volumes clearly show 
that standards are always present in good practice and that there is no one way 
for the standards to be realized. 

I want to commend the teachers and students who are featured in this series 
and the writers who told their stories. They have opened their classrooms to us 
and let us look in, and, in so doing, they have enriched our understandings of 
what matters most in the English language arts. 

—Karen Smith 

Associate Executive Director 

National Council of Teachers of English 
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The vision guiding these standards is that all students must have the oppor- 
tunities and resources to develop the language skills they need to pursue life’s 
goals and to participate fully as informed, productive members of society. These 
standards assume that literacy growth begins before children enter school as 
they experience and experiment with literacy activities— reading and writing, and 
associating spoken words with their graphic representations. Recognizing this 
fact, these standards encourage the development of curriculum and instruction 
that makes productive use of the emerging literacy abilities that children bring 
to school. Furthermore, the standards provide ample room for the innovation 
and creativity essential to teaching and learning. They are not prescriptions for 
particular curriculum or instruction. . 

Although we present these standards as a list, we want to emphasize that 
they are not distinct and separable; they are, in fact, interrelated and should be 
considered as a whole. 

1 • Students read a wide range of print and nonprint texts to build an under- 
standing of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the United States and the 
world; to acquire new information; to respond to the needs and demands of 
society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment. Among these texts are 
fiction and nonfiction, classic and contemporary works. 

2. Students read a wade range of literature from many periods in many gen- 
res to build an understanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, 
aesthetic) of human experience. 

3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evalu- 
ate, and appreciate texts. They draw on their prior experience, their interactions 
with other readers and writers, their knowledge of word meaning and other 
texts, their word identification strategies, and their understanding of textual fea- 
tures (e.g., sound-letter correspondence, sentence structure, context, graphics). 

4. Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., con- 
ventions, style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of audi- 
ences and for different purposes. 
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5. Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different 
writing process elements appropriately to communicate with different audiences 
for a variety of purposes. 

6. Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions 
(e.g., spelling and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre 
to create, critique, and discuss print and nonprint texts. 

7. Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas and 
questions, and by posing problems. They gather, evaluate, and synthesize data 
from a variety of sources (e.g., print and nonprint texts, artifacts, people) to com- 
municate their discoveries in ways that suit their purpose and audience. 

8. Students use a variety of technological and informational resources (e.g., 
libraries, databases, computer networks, video) to gather and synthesize informa- 
tion and to create and communicate knowledge. 

9. Students develop an understanding of and respect for diversity in lan- 
guage use, patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic 
regions, and social roles. 

10. Students whose first language is not English make use of their first lan- 
guage to develop competency in the English language arts and to develop 
understanding of content across the curriculum. 

1 1 . Students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical 
members of a variety of literacy communities. 

1 2. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their 
own purposes (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of 
information). 
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Standards for the English Language Arts 



Most of the adventures recorded in this book really occurred; one or 
two were experiences of my own , the rest those of boys who were schoolmates 
of mine. Muck Finn is drawn from life ; Tom Sawyer also , but not from an 
individual— he is a combination of the characteristics of three boys whom I 
knew ; and therefore belongs to the composite order of architecture. 

. . . Although my book is intended mainly for the entertainment of 
boys and girls > I hope it will not be shunned by men and women on that 
account ; for part of my plan has been to try to pleasantly remind adults of 
what they once were themselves ; and of how they felt and thought and talked [ 
and what queer enterprises they sometimes engaged in. 

Mark Twain, Preface to The Adventures of Tom Sawyer 



With some slight revision, Twain’s preface to Tom Sawyer could easily 
describe what I have tried to do in this addendum to the NCTE/IRA standards. 

I am illustrating the NCTE/IRA standards in practice through a set of five 
vignettes of teachers and students in action. These stories are, by most defini- 
tions of the term, fictions; that is, what I relate in the narratives did not literally 
occur in specific classrooms. Rather, they are composites of teaching and learn- 
ing based on my experiences with schools since I started out as a substitute 
teacher in central New Jersey in 1 975— or perhaps since 1 966, my first year as 
a high school student in northern Virginia. They are thus fictions in the sense 
that Tom Sawyer is a fiction; or to use a more contemporary analogy, they are 
fictions in the manner of Theodore Sizers Horaces Compromise. By this I 
mean that the stories I present are not tied to a specific reality but are based on 
many realities. 

Among my main goals in creating these narratives is to show how teaching is 
not a generic process of the sort typically described in publications about teach- 
ing. Frequently, educational publications represent teaching as a process that can 
be exported wholesale from one teaching situation to the next. In this set of nar- 
ratives I tty to reveal teaching and learning as situated in settings that present 
specific constraints and potentials for teachers and students. Courtney Cazden 
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has referred to learning as being “nested” in contexts that include the schools, 
communities, states, and nations that provide the conditions that help shape 
how teaching and learning unfold. Commercial textbooks and statewide curric- 
ula often assume that teaching is a one-size-fits-all proposition; that the discus- 
sion and homework questions prescribed in the teachers manual are the best 
questions to ask about literature no matter who is teaching or learning. I believe 
instead that teachers take into account who and where the learners are; that a 
teacher in a large, comprehensive, multiethnic urban high school does not make 
the same decisions about implementing a curriculum as does the teacher in an 
affluent, homogeneous suburban school or the teacher in a small rural commu- 
nity where the students— and often the teachers and administrators— work the 
family farm before and after school. I have tried in these vignettes to show how 
the learning context provides the resources, value systems, and other conditions 
that influence the process of education. I have thus created settings for the sto- 
ries that are not amenable to stock responses from teachers. 

The NCTE/IRA standards make an effort to identify what students should 
know. I have tried to illustrate that what students learn in school is a conse- 
quence of what students know from cultural experiences outside school. Stu- 
dents come to school with a great deal of knowledge about human relations, 
economics, speech conventions, value systems, cultural practices, authority struc- 
tures, and other aspects of social life often overlooked in policymaking about 
education. As Twain notes in his preface to Torn Sawyer ; adults (including edu- 
cators) often forget what childhood is like. Through these narratives I hope to 
illustrate teachers who are in tune with their students and build instruction on 
what they bring to school. This is not to say that the vignettes depict schooling 
as formal narcissism, as some critics argue is the case with learner-centered 
schooling. Rather, they show teachers who capitalize on students’ strengths to 
help them grow into more complex, knowledgeable, and literate people. The 
curriculum thus becomes a means rather than an end; it is a tool that students 
use to change on their way toward becoming better informed, more capable citi- 
zens. 

Though each vignette is a sort of fiction, all are tied to real situations. “Red 
Ribbon Week” draws its setting from an oil town in Oklahoma that I’ve worked 
with, although for this narrative I’ve moved it to the West Coast where many 
similar towns exist. The town where I’ve situated this story is intended to repre- 
sent the plight of many communities whose stability is tied to the presence of a 
single employer, such as an oil refinery, military base, factory, or other large 
enterprise or service. The substance of the instruction is borrowed loosely from 
curriculum developed by Kathy Woods of West Mid-High in Norman, Okla- 
homa, during her master’s degree program at the University of Oklahoma. This I 
have combined with materials from my many years of teaching high school 
sophomores in the Chicago suburbs. “Perspectives on Huckleberry Finn ’ is a 
very personal story, based on my teaching experiences in Illinois in the 1980s. 
The story I tell here weaves together many classroom experiences I had dis- 
cussing Huckleberry' Finn with multiracial high school juniors. “Tales of the 
Prairie” is not based on any particular school or community, but rather is a 
mosaic drawoi from small schools in rural Oklahoma that I’ve visited, or commu- 
nities I ve come to know^ through the literacy autobiographies written by my pre- 
service and graduate students at the University of Oklahoma who grew up in 
small farming and ranching towns. Additional details for this story are derived 
from research I’ve done in a high school agriculture class in central Oklahoma. 
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‘The Color of the Curriculum’’ draws heavily from two sources: a teacher- 
research master’s thesis written by Darlene Brown at the University of Okla- 
homa, and the teacher-research doctoral thesis of Carol Lee conducted at the 
University of Chicago and later published as an NCTE Research Report, both of 
which concern the teaching of The Color Purple, although with vastly different 
student populations. The examples of student writing and dialogue that I include 
are adapted from these sources; “Flossie and the Fox” is a story I’ve read with 
my own young children. “Coming to America” borrows its premise from a 
videotape of Laura Schiller’s teaching that I watched while working on the 
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards assessment project. I’ve sit- 
uated this narrative in an urban school that is a composite of the twenty-five or * 
so schools in which I substitute taught in Chicago during the early 1980s while 
completing my doctoral course work By changing the locale I had to adjust her 
practice to the teaching and learning conditions of the new setting. 

I present a number of examples of student waiting and student discussion in 
these vignettes, none of which is a strict transcription from an actual classroom. 
But each one has a basis in real student work, at times from my own teaching in 
Illinois and at times from the classes of teachers I know in central Oklahoma. 
“Red Ribbon Week,” for instance, includes a small-group discussion that is 
adapted from tapes I recorded when researching my own high school teaching 
in 1 989. Some of the student writing I’ve included, such as that in “The Color of 
the Curriculum,” is based on the work of students from the teacher-research 
studies I drew on to create the narratives. “Perspectives on Huckleberry' Finn' 
includes discussion excerpts that are based on classroom conversations I had 
with students in my own high school English classes. The vignettes therefore are 
not the verbatim products of case studies of students and teachers, but compos- 
ites of what students have produced in response to such instruction. Even 
though the stories I tell are fictions of a type, I hope that they relate some truth 
about classrooms. 

Writing these narratives has at times been very difficult, even agonizing for 
me. In several of the narratives I represent the complexities of teaching in mul- 
tiracial communities. Depicting the experiences of people from cultures other 
than my own has been a vexing task, one that has caused me a great deal of 
uneasiness. I, like most Americans, come from a mixed-culture background 
myself: My father is the son of Byelorussian Jews who immigrated to New York 
around the time of World War I; my mother is of German and Irish descent and 
grew up Catholic in Brooklyn. Until I w^as in the seventh grade I attended racially 
segregated schools in Virginia; in addition, we were the only non-Protestant fam- 
ily in the neighborhood where I grew up, clearly marked as outsiders by our 
exotic name, appearance, and speech. These experiences have impressed on me 
the difficulties people have in seeing life from another person’s perspective. I 
know how hard it is to understand the cultural experiences of other people; 
through writing these narratives I now know that it is even more difficult to rep- 
resent them in story. In my research for this project, I came across scathing cri- 
tiques by Native American authors Leslie Marmon Silko and Geary Hobson of 
white writers who have attempted to depict fictional Native American characters. 
I also read Lisa Delpit’s views on the difficulties well-intentioned white teachers 
have understanding the cultural backgrounds of minority students. Needless to 
say, their views did not quiet my own doubts about my ability to accurately 
describe the experiences of culturally diverse students; I have worried mightily 
that in trying to do the right thing I have done many wTong things. 
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To help me create depictions of life from the viewpoint of a variety of cul- 
tures so that they resonate with reality, I have asked friends from many and 
diverse backgrounds to critique what I have written. I hope that their feedback 
has helped me avoid perpetuating old stereotypes and creating new ones. 
Undoubtedly my representation of the experiences of diverse students will not 
satisfy everyone. Yet I strongly believe that it would be impossible and irrespon- 
sible for me to describe schooling at the close of the twentieth century and only 
describe classrooms that include students whose values, outlooks, and appear- 
ance are similar to mine. 

The problem of representing other cultures becomes acute when attempting 
to depict some communities as they actually are, inequities and all. Some of the 
communities I describe are culturally diverse in w'ays that produce tensions and 
conflicts among townspeople. In “Perspectives on Huckleberry Finn ” for 
instance, there is great disagreement among parents, students, and teachers of 
the community on the ways in which the cultural diversity of the citizens should 
affect the values of schooling. In my effort to describe such communities I have 
included race-based distinctions and conflicts because I think they reveal the 
ways in which school structures can manifest the class- and race-based 
inequities of the communities that they serve. By placing minority students in 
disadvantaged or oppositional positions, however, I run the risk of being mistak- 
enly interpreted as supporting such social structures and of creating a represen- 
tation that reinforces negative images of society. My purpose is to illustrate the 
tensions that characterize many American communities and their consequences 
in the classroom. I have taught in such communities and know 7 that even schools 
whose mission includes the celebration of diversity— of race, ethnicity, religion, 
sexual orientation, social class, and other factors-often have difficulty in gaining 
broad consensus on that mission or realizing their stated goals in practice. 

If I w r ere to fictionalize the narratives so that they falsely painted all multicul- 
tural classrooms as equitable and harmonious, I would be dodging one of the 
most perplexing aspects of teaching and learning in diverse communities. Amer- 
ica, in spite of the equalities guaranteed in its Constitution, is a nation of per- 
sonal and structural inequities that become embodied in educational practices. 
Overlooking these inequities would make this book a weak effort to illustrate 
educational standards in practice, particularly at a time when issues of diversity 
are so important in considering the process and product of education. Including 
them, on the other hand, has created for me dilemmas that I can only hope I’ve 
presented in a w 7 ay that readers wall find satisfactory. It’s much easier to say that 
we should celebrate diversity than to actually do it in our practice, even if we 
assume that all or most members of a community agree on multiculturalism as a 
goal. As I’ve found in waiting these narratives, it’s equally difficult to present 
complex diversity issues in story form. 

In addition to agonizing over cultural issues of race, ethnicity, and social class, 
I’ve also included facts of life for many teachers and students that are, to say the 
least, of questionable influence in creating equitable educational environments. 
The teachers in these narratives often teach in schools that use tracking, a prac- 
tice that NCTE has officially opposed in one of its resolutions. The teachers also 
work in states that mandate exams that teachers are pressured to prepare stu- 
dents for, teach in communities wiaere test scores are used to calibrate the effec- 
tiveness of the schools and the value of real estate, and teach in departments 
where seniority reigns and creates a class system within the faculty. In some of 
the schools I describe the teachers have little authority in decision making, and 
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students less. By representing these very real teaching conditions, I do not 
endorse them. I simply want to show classrooms as they are, fully nested within 
contexts great and small, sublime and ridiculous, that influence teachers’ and stu- 
dents’ efforts to develop appropriate literacies. Good teachers do not transcend 
such conditions, but operate within their constraints. 

Following each narrative is a set of reference lists pertinent to the issues 
addressed. I hope that teachers find these resources useful should they w r ant to 
consult additional sources to further consider the issues raised in the stories. 
Included are a variety of tools: books and articles to read, networks to develop, 
journals to subscribe to, and e-mail discussions to participate in. Of course, none 
of these lists is comprehensive, and undoubtedly each could be supplemented 
with additional resources; in particular, e-mail and World Wide Web resources 
should expand rapidly in the next few years beyond what I’ve described here. 
(The following e-mail address will provide you with a comprehensive listing of 
electronic-mail discussion networks: <listserv@bitnic.bitnet> To this address, 
send a message consisting of a single word: global) I hope that they can at least 
provide a start for teachers looking for ideas to consider in their decision making. 

Many friends and colleagues have read and responded to drafts of this man- 
uscript along the way. I owe great thanks to Nancie Atwell, Mary Belgarde, Dar- 
lene Brown, Helen Burgess, Linda Crafton, Lolita Green, Kris Gutierrez, Dan 
Heller, Betty Houser, Carol Lee, Cindy ODonnell-AUen, Patty Reed, Marty 
Sierra-Perry, Janet Smith, Karen Smith, Joan Steiner, Lynda Thompson, and Jeff 
Wilhelm for taking time away from their own work to provide thoughtful cri- 
tiques and suggestions that strongly influenced the development of the narra- 
tives. In particular I’d like to thank Karen Smith for putting together this project 
and coordinating it. These friends and colleagues have helped me to see prob- 
lems with my original conception of these vignettes and have helped me see 
better ways to present them. 

Finally, I owe great thanks to my family for allowing me the time to work on 
this project As always, they both tolerate and inspire my work I hope that as my 
children go through school they will benefit from the various standards projects 
currently under way to improve learning and teaching in our classrooms. 
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Dedication 



Dedicated to the students 

in the hopes that our efforts to develop standards 
will help them see ways to develop their own 
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Red Ribbon Week 




Pacific Hills was a medium-sized town on the West Coast whose economy 
rested precariously on the stability of the oil refinery located at the edge of 
town. The refinery provided employment for many of the town’s residents and 
also generated much subsidiary employment. Businesses in town tended to 
thrive when the plant operated at full capacity, and floundered or folded during 
the chronic layoffs. Events halfway across the world had strong ripple effects on 
Pacific Hills. Conflict in the Mideast might cause changes in domestic oil supply 
and demand that would affect the refinery’s employment needs, and thus the 
economy of the town.. Pacific Hills’s population was in a constant state of flux, 
burgeoning during periods of peak oil production and then dropping during lay- 
offs when refinery workers moved to other towns to find available work When 
the oil workers left town, business would drop off elsewhere and cause layoffs in 
department stores, restaurants, and other businesses. Life in Pacific Hills was 
characterized by uncertainty and adaptability as people adjusted to the econ- 
omy’s fickle moods. 

The school system, like every other institution in tow m, was gripped by 
apprehension. With every shift in the size of the refinery’s workforce came shifts 
in the size of the student body. On a moment’s notice the factory might lay off 
several hundred workers, many of whom would immediately leave town in 
search of other jobs, often taking their families with them and changing the pop- 
ulation of the schools. The school system, which w r as always strapped for money, 
always had a number of teachers “on the bubble,” ready to receive notices of 
reductions in force when student enrollment dropped. While senior faculty 
members had job security, newer teachers w^ere always anxious about their 
future in the district. The lack of stability in both the student body and the fac- 
ulty led to a sense of vulnerability in the school as a whole. 

The school’s administration followed a top-down model of decision making. 
Too many faculty members had uncertain futures in the district for the teachers 
to provide an organized challenge to the administration’s use of authority, and 
so over the years they developed a sense of powerlessness in response to 
administrative decisions. The administration itself made few original decisions, 
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but followed the dictates of the state department of education in developing 
curriculum and programs. At the bottom of the decision-making heap were the 
students, whose fate was tied up in their parents’ uncertain job status. Students 
were granted little agency in determining the substance and process of their 
education. Students and faculty alike were far removed from authority and were 
strongly affected by the whims of distant forces in the economy, giving them the 
feeling of being pawns in a larger game played by invisible, powerful, indifferent 
hands. 

Kathy Golden was one of the teachers in Pacific Hills who was “on the bub- 
ble.” She was in her mid-forties, having married young and raised three children 
before returning to college to get her teaching credentials. Although she’d never 
been given a pink slip, she had little enough seniority that the threat of losing 
her job was everpresent. She had taught in Pacific Hills High School for five 
years now, one of ten English teachers for a school with a student body that fluc- 
tuated between 1,200 and 1,500, depending on the employment at the oil 
refinery. When she had started in the district there had been thirteen English 
teachers, but the faculty had been reduced through attrition and layoffs since, 
leaving her one good enrollment drop from unemployment. 

Kathy taught freshmen and sophomores. For both preparations she was 
provided a curriculum that faithfully followed the literature anthology’s organi- 
zation. Learning objectives were handed down from the central curriculum 
office and were strictly based on the learner outcomes that were issued from 
the state department of education. Sophomores were scheduled to learn to 
write personal narratives and five-paragraph themes, know the parts of speech 
and the components of literary genres, and be knowledgeable in other such 
forms in order to pass the state-mandated assessment tests upon which each 
school’s reputation was based. With real estate values tied to test scores, 

Pacific Hills’s elected board of education placed a great deal of importance on 
these tests and evaluated administrators on the basis of test scores. Adminis- 
trators, in turn, assessed each teacher’s performance on the test scores of 
students. 

The Pacific Hills schools, like schools throughout the country, participated in 
Red Ribbon Week, a national substance abuse awareness program in which 
schools devote attention across the curriculum to the dangers and prevention of 
drug and alcohol abuse. Ms. Golden had mixed feelings about Red Ribbon 
Week On the one hand, she felt that it was important to raise health issues in 
school. She had known bright, potentially successful people who had developed 
drug or alcohol dependencies and ruined their personal relationships and pro- 
fessional opportunities. She felt that schools would be doing a disservice if they 
attended to students’ cognitive needs and ignored their spiritual, emotional, and 
physical needs. While drugs and alcohol were threats to personal safety 
throughout the country, they seemed particularly ominous in Pacific Hills, where 
unemployment struck quickly and caused turmoil within families. Students had 
access to both alcohol and a variety of drugs, and used them both recreationally 
and to reduce the stress caused by the uncertainty in their lives. Drug and alco- 
hol problems were a cause of truancy among students, and a concern among 
teachers for creating health and academic problems for students. Red Ribbon 
Week, then, served an important purpose in addressing a critical problem facing 
the community. 
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[This book] assumes that programs are not the answers to 
the learning problems of students but that teachers are and that, 
indeed, good teachers create good programs, that the best pro- 
grams are developed in situ, in response to the needs of individ- 
ual student populations and as reflections of the particular 
histories and resources of individual [schools]. 

Mina P. Shaughnessy, Errors & Expectations, p. 6. 



Yet Red Ribbon Week troubled Ms. Golden for several different reasons. 
The program sought to create a special focus on drug and alcohol awareness 
and was typically implemented by stopping all customary teaching, shifting the 
focus to drugs and alcohol, and then returning to business as usual for the rest 
of the year. Ms. Golden felt that separating the issue out for its own special week 
raised only temporary awareness and then ignored this crucial problem for the 
rest of the year. Indeed, because the issue of substance abuse had its own exclu- 
sive week, many teachers did not devote additional attention to it. 

The interruption of regular instruction for Red Ribbon Week always seemed 
to come at an inconvenient time. Ms. Golden was forced to jockey her teaching 
so that she brought something to conclusion at the right time, and she always 
seemed to give short shrift to some important aspect of instruction in order to 
make space for the program. Pedagogically, then, the program disrupted the rest 
of her instruction, causing her to regard it as just one more interruption in her 
effort to teach. The program, presented with no supportive context, was typically 
regarded by students as a “soft” week in their schedule when they attended 
assemblies, were presented with prepackaged materials, were told to “just say 
no” to drugs, and then returned to their normal schedules. 

Her reservations about the program’s lack of connection to the rest of the 
curriculum were exacerbated by what she felt was its emphasis on the sub- 
stances themselves, not on the reasons that people use them. Based on her 
knowledge of adults who abused drugs and alcohol, Ms. GoldenTelt that telling 
students to “just say no” was insufficient in addressing substance abuse. In her 
view, people don’t say no to drugs; people say no to people. She felt that an 
effective drug and alcohol abuse program, while emphasizing the medical evi- 
dence of the substances’ destructiveness, also needed to examine the social con- 
ditions that lead to dependency. 



What seemed to be important on the part of school people 
was not a clear ideological position or a coherently constructed 
curriculum but simply keeping up with the times. While one 
may find isolated examples of a school curriculum that followed 
a consistent ideological line, for the most part, what emerged as 
the American curriculum in the twentieth century w as a hodge- 
podge of contradictory reforms patched on to the conventional 
humanist curriculum. 

Herbert M. Kliebard, Learning and Teaching the Ways of Knowing, p. 7. 



A firm believer in integrating instruction, after her first few years of partici- 
pating in Red Ribbon Week activities with ambivalence, Ms. Golden began to 
look for ways to incorporate the program’s substance abuse educational infor- 
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mation into the curriculum without experiencing it as a disruption. In thinking 
about how to achieve this end, she developed several related goals: to embed 
the Red Ribbon Week activities into larger themes of the curriculum, to present 
substance abuse as a social problem rather than as a substance problem, and to 
develop instructional activities related to Red Ribbon Week emphases that 
simultaneously met curriculum objectives. 

In looking over her sophomore literature anthology she saw some possibili- 
ties. The textbook was organized so that it could be taught either thematically or 
by genre. The literature was amenable to several themes, such as “Exploring 
Identity,” ‘Values in Conflict,” and “Courage” that addressed social issues impli- 
cated in drug and alcohol abuse. Ms. Golden decided that, rather than treating 
Red Ribbon Week activities as a disembodied unit of study, she would work 
them in thematically with the literature units she would teach in the regular cur- 
riculum. In so doing she could meet her goals of integrating the substance abuse 
program with students’ efforts to construct meaning from literature and with 
their writing. Furthermore, Ms. Golden saw that by having students write per- 
sonal narratives about their experiences with social pressures, she could help 
prepare them for the state writing assessment, which required them to produce 
a narrative under examination conditions. 



[S]chools do not usually begin their analysis of students by 
asking what they can already do well. The emphasis, rather, is 
most often placed on what students do badly or not at all. The 
curriculum is then conceived as a process of filling in gaps to 
remediate deficiencies or exposing students to new material. 

Richard W. Beach & James D. Marshall, Teaching Literature 
in the Secondary School p. 1 24. 



Ms. Golden wanted to establish a relationship among the Red Ribbon Week 
themes, the literary themes, and students’ own life themes and experiences. The 
sophomore anthology’s first theme, “Exploring Identity,” included such works as 
Robert Frost’s “The Road Not Taken,” Nikki Giovanni’s “Choices,” Doris Less- 
ing’s ‘Through the Tunnel,” and other selections that involved characters facing 
important choices, often in the face of pressures to act against their better judg- 
ment. Ms. Golden saw this unit as an excellent vehicle for helping students con- 
nect their literary study with their personal experiences and the themes of Red 
Ribbon Week 

She wanted the students to approach the issues by framing them in terms of 
their own experiences. The types of conflicts represented in the literature pro- 
vided illustrations of the pressures that can lead to drug and alcohol abuse. If 
students could establish a prior framework based on the scripts of their personal 
experiences, then their subsequent consideration of literary characters— and ulti- 
mately their consideration of choices they would face with drugs and alcohol— 
would, she felt, be facilitated. She decided to have students develop the initial 
literary texts for the unit by writing about personal experiences they’d had with 
choices in the face of social pressure. They would thus be able to include their 
own personal stories along with the selections from the anthology as the literary 
material for the unit 

At the beginning of the first class of the unit, she gave students the following 
prompt: “Write about an experience you’ve had in which you were pressured to 
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act in certain ways, and had to make a choice about which way to act. What 
were the circumstances? What were the choices? Who was pressuring you to 
do what? Why? What did you decide to do? Why? If put in the same situation 
again, what would you do this time?” Her purpose in giving this prompt was 
twofold: to have students develop a script for the literary conflicts they would 
later study, and to have students use writing as a way of exploring their ideas 
about the topic. 



[W]riting can be a powerful process for discovering mean- 
ing rather than just transcribing an idea that is in some sense 
waiting fully developed in the writers mind. Our language 
provides a whole panoply of devices that not only convey our 
meaning to others, but help us develop the meaning for our- 
selves. ... 

In our concern with writing as a way to express an idea or 
reveal subject-area knowledge, we tend to overlook the extent 
to which these devices help us generate new ideas “at the point 
of utterance.” 

Arthur N. Applebee, Writing in the Secondary School p. 1 00. 



One student, a girl named Lacey, produced the following narrative: 

I was with my girlfriends before school one day and they started talking 
about how boring school was and how they didn’t feel like going and 
about how they wanted to ditch school and go to the mall. Well I didnt 
want to but they started planning this whole thing like I was going with 
them and after they got it all planned I couldn’t say no so I w r ent with 
them. We werent doing anything in my classes so it didnt matter any if I 
missed so I figured I could miss one day and nobody would notice. We 
planned to call from the mall and disguise our voices and act like it was 
our parents calling about how' sick we were so I figured no problem. Well 
we got to the mall and after a while w'e got bored their too so one of my 
girlfriends decided we needed to have a shoplifting contest to see who 
could rip off the most expensive thing. The winner w ould get to keep all 
the things that the others stole and the person who stoled the cheapest 
thing would have to call a real dorky guy on the phone and talk to him. 

Well I didnt w'ant to shoplift or call up some dorky guy but I didnt have 
much choice so we decided to go to sears and split up and see who could 
steal the thing that cost the most, I have to confess I cheated, 1 went to the 
jewelry section and bought a pair of earrings for 15$ and pretended I 
riped it off. Lucky for me they didn't find out and also lucky for me some- 
one else stole something cheaper. All in all I didn’t mind giving the ear- 
rings to the girl that stole the most expensive thing which was some 
perfume but, unlucky for me the school called back my house to check 
about my sick call and my dad was home to let in a plummer in and I got 
caught ditching so I got grounded anyhow'. 

After they had produced these informal narratives, Ms. Golden asked the 
students to share them in small groups. She planned that these narratives would 
serve several purposes: (1) Form the basis for short plays that students would 
perform before the class. (2) Provide students with story scripts from their own 
experiences which in turn inform their understanding of the conflicts in the liter- 
ature to be read, and provide the basis for their attention to the social pressures 
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discussed during Red Ribbon Week activities that can lead to drug and alcohol 
abuse. (3) Serve as the initial consideration of a topic that students would later 
develop into a formal narrative to be turned in for a grade. (4) And finally, pre- 
pare students for the state writing assessment. 



[In drama] movement and gesture play a larger part in the 
expression of meaning; a group working together upon an 
improvisation needs more deliberately and consciously to col- 
laborate; the narrative framework allows for repetition and pro- 
vides a unity that enables the action more easily to take on 
symbolic status— to have meaning beyond the immediate situa- 
tion in which it occurs. . . . [Students can act out] in symbolic— 
and often unrealistic— form their fears, hatreds, and desires [to 
help] them assimilate those too disturbing to be acknowledged 
literally. 

Douglas Barnes, Drama in the English Classroom, pp. 8-9. 



The students used both the sharing day and the next day to develop their 
dramatic productions. Ms. Golden told them that they could either use one stu- 
dent’s narrative as the basis for the play, or combine elements of several into a 
single story. In any case they were free to elaborate and fabricate to make the 
story more interesting and fun to produce. She recommended that they prepare 
and follow a script, although she did not insist on this feature for groups that 
performed better spontaneously. When they performed, students were encour- 
aged to use props, music, special effects, or other resources to enhance their 
productions, although they were not allowed to use real drugs or alcohol in 
plays that focused on pressures to imbibe them. 

Lacey got in a group with her friends Courtney, Jennifer, and Kay. After she 
read her narrative and talked about the adventure with her friends, Lacey heard 
the stories they’d written. Courtney had written about a time some friends had 
pressured her into going out to a quarry and diving off high rocks into a pool of 
water where a teenager had drowned a few years before after losing conscious- 
ness when he’d hit his head on the bottom after a dive. Jennifer had described 
an occasion when some friends had tried to get her to smoke cigarettes, even 
though her mother was quite ill with emphysema; she’d resisted the pressure but 
lost the friendships in the process. Kay had written about a time in math class 
when some friends had wanted to play a game of “chicken” where the winner 
was the one who called out the loudest profanity during class. Kay had lost the 
game but the winner had received several days of detention. 

They discussed which play would make the best production. Kays would 
require them to curse in class, which they got a chuckle out of, but which they 
thought would be inappropriate. Jennifer did not want to perform hers because 
she felt so strongly about her mother’s declining health. Courtney’s had poten- 
tial, but they didn’t know how they’d simulate the dives in the classroom. They 
therefore settled on Lacey’s story, w r hich they liked, w r hich had a part for each of 
them, and which didn’t require any special effects. They discussed ways they 
might embellish it: They could make Lacey lose and end up talking to the dorky 
guy, or they could have Lacey steal the earrings instead of buying them. After 
talking about the possibilities, they decided to leave Lacey’s actions more or less 
the same, and improvise with the other three characters. 



— Students apply a wide range of strate- 
gies to comprehend, interpret, evalu- 
ate, and appreciate texts. They draw 
on their prior experience, their inter- 
actions with other readers and writ- 
ers, their knowledge of word meaning 
and other texts, their word identifi- 
cation strategies, and their under- 
standing of textual features (e.g, 
sound-letter correspondence, sen- 
tence structure, context, graphics). 
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Students read a wide range of literature - 
from many periods in many genres to 
build an understanding of the many di- 
mensions (e.g, philosophical, ethical, 
aesthetic) of human experience, 



They spent class time working out a script for the play. They decided to write 
out their lines and keep a script handy in case they forgot what to say or do, 
although they wanted to avoid reading the script during their performance. They 
figured that they didn’t need special props; they could put four chairs together 

and pretend it was a car for driving 
to the mall, they could simulate 
telephones by holding their hands 
to their ears, and they could use 
things they already had— earrings, 
perfume, a wallet, a hairbrush— to 
shoplift. To show that they felt that 
shoplifting was wrong, they 
decided to change the story so 
that Jennifer got caught stealing 
and was grounded for six months 
by her parents, and Courtney, who 
played the role of the girl who 
won the contest, ended up feeling 
guilty and mailing the contraband 
back to the store. 

It took a class period to per- 
form all the plays. One set of stu- 
dents perfonned a scene from a 
party where a boy was tempted by 
his friends to drink beer, he gave in to their pressure and drank several beers 
before getting sick and passing out on the lawn, where the police found him and 
returned him to his parents. Another group performed a play in which a student 
had been grounded and his friends persuaded him to sneak out through his win- 
dow and join them for an evening of carousing, a night that ended with a car 
accident that brought in the police and resulted in an even longer grounding 
from his parents. Another play concerned a girl whose best friend wanted her to 
help cheat on a test by providing her with answers; the girl agreed to help but 
panicked during the test and didn’t pass along the answers, causing her friend to 
shun her thereafter. The final play was about a girl who went out on Halloween 
with some friends who decided to blow up people’s mailboxes with some big 
firecrackers they had left over from the Fourth of July; she went along with the 
group but successfully deflected efforts to get her to light the fuses until one of 
the boys in the group insisted that she light the fuse that they put in the mailbox 
of her parents’ friends. She gave in to the pressure, lit the fuse, and exploded the 
mailbox, but felt terrible and confessed in church the following Sunday. 

Following the production of the plays, Ms. Golden led a class discussion of 
the story featured in each drama. The class found remarkable consistency across 
the productions: Each one involved a character whose values were challenged 
when friends offered temptation and pressure to do something illicit. Although 
Ms. Golden was at times alarmed by the degree of temptation available to her 
students, she encouraged them to draw on their experiences to guide the dis- 
cussion of the issues. 

A4s. Golden then told the students that the literature they were going to read 
would be based on similar types of conflicts, although not necessarily featuring 
teenagers or the specific pressures they’d seen in the plays. She led the students 
through discussions of several works of literature from their anthology, including 
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Daniel Inouye’s “My Shirt Is for Church,” Frost’s ‘The Road Not Taken,” and Gio- 
vanni’s “Choices” With each selection she urged the students to consider the char- 
acters’ dilemmas, the types of social forces conspiring to influence their choices, 
and the consequences of each decision they might make. Discussions were not 
confined to the text but also included references to the student plays and other 
sources of student knowledge about social influences on personality development 
including films, television programs, and episodes from their fives. When discussing 
The Road Not Taken,” for instance, Lacey referred back to her experience with 
ditching school and shoplifting, pointing out that while on one hand it was easier to 
go to school than to go out and shoplift on the other hand it was easier to give in 
to peer pressure than to resist it and go to school. For her, the road less traveled 
was the road to resisting pressure, although it was a road she had difficulty taking. 

Ms. Golden intended that the small-group plays and the whole-group discus- 
sions would scaffold the students’ understanding of the story scripts found in 
much of the literature about personal choices within a social context, literature 
that found its basis in human experience. After helping to guide their initial 
explorations of these themes in teacher-led discussions, Ms. Golden asked stu- 
dents to work in small groups to examine unfamiliar stories involving a similar 
script Students read Doris Lessing’s Through the Tunnel,” a story about a 
young English boy vacationing with his widowed mother at a French villa. The 
boy, Jerry, meets some older, wilder, native boys who dive deep beneath the 
ocean’s surface and swim through a subaquatic tunnel to prove their manhood. 
Jerry tries to dive with them but loses his nerve and surfaces as the older boys 
complete their dive. They then abandon him, leaving him feeling inadequate. He 
believes that he will not be considered a man unless he swims through the tun- 
nel, and so spends his remaining vacation attempting dives; he finally succeeds 
on the last day, but nearly drowns in the process and is so exhausted that he 
feels no celebration or accomplishment from his achievement. 

Ms. Golden provided the students with a heuristic to frame their discussion, 
based on both the story structure of their personal narratives and the questions 
they had posed when discussing literature in the teacher-led discussions: 

What conflicts and choices does the character face in this story? 

Who is pressuring the protagonist to do what? Why? 

What did he decide to do? Why? 

How do you evaluate this choice? 

What is the basis of your evaluation? 

If put in the same situation as the character was in, what would you do? Why? 

Lacey got back into her group with Jennifer, Courtney, and Kay to discuss 
these questions. They began looking at the character and his response to the 
social pressure to dive through the tunnel and prove himself. Their discussion 
eventually turned to his maturity: 

Courtney: He had no self-confidence or he wouldn’t need to dive through 
that tunnel. 

Jennifer. What do you think? 

Courtney: He’s, um, shy. He was by himself. Kind of like being an outcast. 

Lacey: He was intimidated by those older guys because he was rich and 
sheltered, and they were so wild and could do things like dive through 
the tunnel. 



— Students read a wide range of print 
and nonprint texts to build an under- 
standing of texts, of themselves, and 
of the cultures of the United States 
and the world; to acquire new infor- 
mation; to respond to the needs and 
demands of society and the work- 
place; and for personal fulfillment. 
Among these texts are fiction and 
nonfiction, classic and contemporary 
works. 



— Students use spoken, written, and vi- 
sual language to accomplish their 
own purposes (e.g, for learning, en- 
joyment, persuasion, and the ex- 
change of information). 



— Students apply knowledge of lan- 
guage structure, language conven- 
tions (e.g, spelling and punctuation), 
media techniques, figurative lan- 
guage, and genre to create, critique, 
and discuss print and nonprint texts. 
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Students conduct research on issues 
and interests by generating ideas 
and questions, and by posing prob- 
lems. They gather, evaluate, and syn- 
thesize data from a variety of sources — 
(e.g, print and nonprint texts, artifacts, 
people) to communicate their dis- 
coveries in ways that suit their pur- 
pose and audience. 



Courtney: Yeah. Is he actually immature for these ... I mean, how can you 
be immature? 

Kay: It’s, it’s kind of like when you’re not really mature until you’re social. 
You can’t be mature if you’re some kind of hennit because then you’ll 
never learn how to do the things that mature people do. 

Lacey: Until you’re social? Because you may be— so, a person’s shy so 
they're— unsocial? 

Kay: It takes a maturity to be social. 

Lacey: No. 

Kay: Yes, it does. 

Lacey: No. Because his problem in the story was that he went through the 
tunnel because he was trying to be like those other guys, live up to 
somebody else’s expectations. So he was being social, but I think that 
made him less mature because it made him take the road more traveled 
like what’s-his-name the poet said, even though hardly anybody could 
make that dive, so it was less traveled and more traveled at the same 
time. I don’t know. I’m kind of confused. 

Jennifer It’s like that movie Pretty in Pink where the guy won’t date the girl 
even though he really likes her because his high-class friends think she’s 
geeky because of where she lives. 

Lacey: Huh? 

Jennifer: You know, it’s easier to date her because he wants to, but it’s also 
easier to put her down because that’s what his friends expect, so it’s 
harder and easier, but mostly harder no matter what he does. 

Kay: But going through the tunnel made him more of a man, so he was 
more mature. 

Courtney: Yeah. 

Lacey: Yeah. But I mean, no, I don’t believe you have to be social to mature, 
and I don’t think you’re a man just because you’re macho. 

Courtney: Ma-cho ma-cho ma-a-an. 

Lacey: I think he gave in to the pressure just like I did when I ditched 

school. I was being social so, according to you, I was being mature, but I 
don’t think so. 

Courtney: But you are not as successful w r hen you are, when you keep to 
yourself. 

Lacey: So you have to be successful to be mature, too? 

Courtn ey: Ye s. 

Lacey: Why? I mean, the kid in the story was successful because he finally 
swam through the tunnel, but he wasn’t even happy about it, and he 
almost died anyhow. 

Courtney: Well, the older guys probably still thought he was a dork because 
he was a rich kid. He might’ve swoim through the tunnel, but they didn’t 
accept him at the end of the story, so if he did it to get accepted, then it 
didn’t even work 

Kay: Is "swum” a word? 
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Courtney; Who cares? I just used it, so it’s a word. Anyhow, the boy in the 
story wanted to act like the older guys, so he risked his life. I think that’s 
not mature even though it’s social because he did it because of social 
pressure because he thought they ran away from him because he 
couldn’t dive through the stupid tunnel. I think he just did it to be like 
everyone else, just like I did when I went diving at that quarry-I could 
have killed myself just like that other guy did and just like that kid in the 
story almost did. 

Jennifer: So, that showed whatever-his-name-is’s lack of immaturity, 
no, no, lack of maturity, um, that he wasn’t independent enough to 
listen to himself. That he listened to others, no, he couldn’t talk their 
language. He tried to be like them, which shows that even though he 
thought he was like the older guys he was actually doing something 
stupid. 

The students continued to discuss the story in this fashion in response to the 
heuristic Ms. Golden had provided them. In their discussion they looked at the 
character in terms of their own narratives, the other literature they’d read, and 
other examples they generated about people in similar circumstances. Each 
group responded to these questions in writing and gave them to Ms. Golden. 
Ms. Golden didn’t particularly like to require the written answers when students 
worked in small groups, but found that students were less likely to socialize off 
task if they produced a written response. 

The students followed up their small-group discussions with a class discus- 
sion of the story in which they exchanged views developed in the small groups. 
As in Lacey’s group, students disagreed over Jerry’s obsession with going 
through the tunnel and his ultimate success in doing so: Did they represent a 
positive step forward or reveal his weakness in allowing social pressures to dic- 
tate his behavior? In exploring the question of whether the character had taken 
the road more or less traveled, students compared Jerry to their own narratives, 
to other people they knew, and to other characters from literature and popular 
culture. The issue remained unresolved; when the question came up about how r 
the students w r ould act if put in Jerry’s situation, many views emerged concern- 
ing what w^ould be the best course of action to take. 

To see how w^ell students had adopted these response procedures for their 
own purposes, the class read a play from their anthology, Reginald Rose’s 
Twelve Angry? Men, a drama in which one man resists pressure from eleven 
other jurors to quickly convict a boy accused of murder. The class read the play 
together, and then students used the questions from the heuristic that guided 
their small-group discussions to stimulate their response to the story. Lacey pro- 
duced the following paper in response to the play: 

1 2 Angry Men 

This play is about a jury that’s supposed to decide if a boy killed his father. 

Most of the jurors think the boy did it and just w r ant to go home. One of 
them, #8, doesn’t think so and tries to get the others to see if it’s possible 
he’s innocent At the beginning of the play there’s a description of all the 
jurors. Most of them are described with words like “Bitter” and “slick” and 
“dull-witted” but #8 is called “A quiet thoughtful man. A man who sees all 
sides of every question and constantly seeks the truth. A man of strength 
tempered with compassion. Above all, a man w r ho w r ants justice to be 
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done and will fight to see that it is.” Well, after that introduction you know 
he’s going to be right, and sure enough he is. 

The other people on the jury though don’t want to hear, about it and 
are really mad that he tries to be fair. They complain about how long the 
trial took and about how hot it is. #7 wants to end their discussion quickly 
so he can go to a play. #10 thinks he’s guilty because he’s poor. #3 thinks 
that because he bought a knife he must be the killer. #8 is the only one 
who wants to talk about the possibility that he’s innocent. 

The other jurors all try to put pressure on #8 to convict the boy. 
When they count the votes #3 says “Somebody’s in left field.” When #8 
asks if everyone thinks the boy lied #10 says “Now that’s a stupid ques- 
tion.” Other jurors almost try to fight him to get him to stop defending the 
boy. #3 even says he’s going to kill him. But soon some of them start to 
come over to his side. #9 admires him because of his courage. Others do 
too and eventually they figure out that the boy was innocent 

Just as it said he would at the beginning, #8 stuck by his principles 
and didn’t let the others pressure him into going along with their opin- 
ion. Because he cared about the truth and not about going to a play or 
something selfish he saved the boy’s life. I hope that if I’m ever in a situ- 
ation like that I’ll do what’s right and not let anybody else bully me into 
going along with their program. I admire people who stand up for what 
they believe in and hope that someday people will admire me for the 
way I act. 



Students employ a wide range of — 
strategies as they write and use differ- 
ent writing process elements appro- 
priately to communicate with different 
audiences for a variety of purposes. 



Following this writing, the students returned to their personal experience 
narratives that had formed the basis of their dramas. Ms. Golden both wanted to 
help students develop these into polished pieces of writing, and to help students 
develop strategies for producing narratives in response to prompts for the state 
writing assessment. The students would produce narratives for the state writing 
assessment during a controlled time period, and ultimately Ms. Golden felt that 
they needed some practice under time constraints. For their initial instruction, 
however, she wanted to regard writing as an extended process involving prewrit- 
ing, drafting, revision, peer critiques, and other stages of writing that she knew 
many writers engage in when producing thoughtful manuscripts. 

Students had already produced initial drafts and had read a variety of other 
texts that considered related issues. They therefore had been exposed to several 
literary narratives and poems that provided narrative elements for them. To 
identify these elements she decided to work inductively. From her files of stu- 
dent work from previous years, she selected a set of narratives representing a 
range of qualities that were often unevenly represented in single papers. One 
narrative, for instance, included a number of fascinating details and vivid images, 
yet had several spelling and grammar errors. Another provided a clear, linear 
account of an event, yet employed banal language and little sense of dramatic 
progression. Still another related the story well, yet was excessive and overly 
ornamental in its use of modifiers and similes. Ms. Golden took these essays and 
retyped them, excluding the original writers' names and manipulating them to 
provide contrasts in qualities. 

She then asked students to form small groups and gave them a set of five 
essays, asking students to read them carefully and then rank them from best to 
worst. To produce this ranking each group needed to analyze their features and 
make value judgments on their relative qualities. Ms. Golden had prepared the 
narratives so that there was no clear hierarchy of quality; indeed, different 
groups came up with different rankings. The point of the activity was for stu- 
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dents to use these essays to consider what they valued in narratives rather than 
for Ms. Golden to lead them toward a predetermined set of values. 

Following the small-group work the students met as a class to discuss the 
sample narratives. Students discussed their relative rankings and why they had 
so judged them. Ms. Golden orchestrated the discussion, encouraging students 
to argue with one another over the merits of the papers. Through this discussion 
students identified a set of qualities that they felt should be included in effective 
narratives, such as a compelling and authentic story line, strong (but not over- 
done) images, a clear (although not necessarily linear) account of action, a por- 
trayal of relationships, an absence of narrative explanation for events, and other 
features. Although their priorities differed for which features were most impor- 
tant, students generally agreed on those that needed to be present. Ms. Golden 
then informed the students that the criteria they had identified would be what 
she would ultimately use in grading their narratives. 

Following this activity, Ms. Golden asked the students to produce a narrative 
related to the theme of exploring identity through choices in the face of social 
influence. They had the option of rewriting their original narratives or producing 
a new' one. Students had one class period to produce drafts, plus whatever time 
they needed at home to complete them. 

Lacey decided to revise her original story to try to make it more interesting. 
She got out her original narrative, read it, and then rewrote it as follows: 

My name is Lacey and I am a good girl. Or at least I tty to be. One time 
my friends tried to get me to do things that I thought were wrong, because 
I was week I did them anyhow and lost the trust of my parents and my 
friendships also. I learned from this experience not to do things that other 
people want you to do, but just to do what’s true to you. Here is my storry. 

I was with my girlfriends before school one day and they started talk- 
ing about how boring school was and how they didn’t feel like going, then 
they got this great idea to ditch school and go to the mall for the day. 

Well I sort of wanted to go and also didn’t want to go. But they started 
planing this whole thing and before I knew it 1 was headed out to the 
mall in one of their cars. We werent doing anything in my classes so it 
didnt matter any if I missed so I figured I could miss one day and nobody 
would notice. 

Well we got to the mall and called school and disguised our voices 
and acted like it was our parents calling about how sick we were so I fig- 
ured no problem. After we hung around for a while and had a coke and 
some donuts at the coffee shop we got bored so one of my girlfriends 
decided we needed to have a shoplifting contest to see who could rip off 
the most expensive thing. The winner would get to keep all the things that 
the others stole and the person who stoled the cheapest thing would have 
to call a real dorky guy on the phone and talk to him. Well I didn’t want to 
shoplift or call up some dorky guy but I didn’t have much choice so we 
decided to go to sears and split up and see who could steal the most 
expensive thing. I have to confess I cheated, I went to the jewelry section 
and bought a pair of earrings for 15$ and pretended I ripped it off. Lucky 
for me they didn’t find out and also lucky for me someone else stole 
something cheaper, all in all I didn’t mind giving the earrings to the girl 
that stole the most expensive thing which was some perfume. But unlucky 
for me the school called back my house to double check about my sick 
call and my dad just happened to be home. He’d come home from work 
to let a plummer in and answered the phone and it was the atendence 
office double checking my phone call. I got caut ditching so I got 



— Students apply knowledge of lan- 
guage structure, language conven- 
tions (e.g, spelling and punctuation), 
media techniques, figurative lan- 
guage, and genre to create, critique, 
and discuss print and nonprint texts. 
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grounded, I learned the hard way to do what you think is right, not what 
your friends want you to do. After that they weren’t such good friends 
anyhow. 

The students then brought their narratives to class and critiqued one another’s 
papers in small groups. Each student used notes from class discussions as a critical 
guide in responding to their peers’ narratives, and each student was responsible 
for noting the advice of other students to take into consideration for the revision. 
Students were required to turn in all drafts along with the final draft, including 
notes generated during peer revision. 

Lacey’s group provided her with some suggestions based on their ranking of 
the sample essays Ms. Golden had provided Jennifer thought that she explained 
too much and needed to show the way she lost her friends, rather than coming 
right out and saying it. Kay said that the story would be more interesting if she 
included dialogue about their plans, rather than just saying that they decided to 
go to the mall and steal things. Courtney thought it was a good story, but that 
Lacey needed to work on her spelling and punctuation, and pointed out where 
Lacey could improve in these areas. After they had finished with Lacey’s paper, 
they read each of the other students’ narratives and critiqued them similarly. 

Following the small-group responses, students took their narratives home for 
revision. Ms. Golden gave students several days to complete them and turn 
them in for a grade, using the criteria that the class had developed for assess- 
ment. Based on her group’s advice, Lacey produced the following narrative: 

The Day I Ditched 

Caution: This is A TRUE STORY! The names have been 
changed to protect the guilty. 

I was standing around before school when I saw some of my friends, 

Jackie, Allison, and Julie. We started talking. 

“Another boring day at school” said Jackie. 

‘That’s what you say everyday” I said. 

“Well let’s do something about it” said Julie. “Let’s go out cruising at 
the mall.” 

‘Yeah!” said Jackie. “Cruising at the mall!” 

“I’ve got a car!” said Allison. 

“Uh, I think I’ve got a math quiz” I said. 

“No problemo!” said Julie. “We’ll call in sick and you can make it up. 

Let’s go!” 

We got in the car and drove to the mall. When we got there Allison 
called the attendence office and said, “Hello I’m Jackie Davenport’s 
mother and she has the flu, so she wont be coming to school today. 

Goodbye.” A few minutes later Jackie called and said I was sick, then 
Jackie called and said Allison was sick, then finally I called and said Julie 
was sick Then we went to the coffee shop and ate donuts for a while and 
drank Cokes. 

Pretty soon we got bored with this. Allison said, “I know, let’s go shop- 
ping.” 

Julie said, “Do you mean for those five finger discounts?” 

“Of course!” Allison said. Then she said “I know let’s make it interest- 
ing. Let’s see who can rip off the most expensive thing.” 

Yes!” said Jackie. “Aid whoever steals the most expensive thing, 
everybody else has to give her the stuff they stole.” 

I didn’t like the sound of this, but then it got worse. “And who ever 
steals the cheapest thing has to call . . . CHET PERKINS on the phone!” 
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Well we all laughed really hard at this since he’s the dorkdest guy in the 
whole school. So then we got up and went to Sears for the shoplifting con- 
test. We all went in separate directions so as not to make anyone suspi- 
cious. All the clerks seemed to be staring right at me so I was scared to 
steal anything. Finally I got a good idea, instead of stealing something Id 
buy something and pretend like I stole it. So I made sure noone was look- 
ing and bought a pair of ear rings for $15. 

We met back at the coffee shop. Julie stole a bottle of perfume worth 
$25 and she won so we all gave her our stuff. Allison stole a hairbrush 
worth $10 and had to call Chet Perkins and talk to him. 

We hung around until school was out and then went home. My dad 
was waiting there for me and boy was he mad. He’d come home from 
work to let a plumber in and answered the phone and it was the atten- 
dance office doublechecking my phone call. He grounded me for two 
months so that I had to come straight home from school every day and 
not ever go out with friends even on weekends. Even after I got 
ungrounded I didn’t see those friends much any more. 

In the months that followed the completion of their narratives, Ms. Golden ■ 
periodically provided them with prompts for narratives that they would produce 
within time constraints. Following their writing she would have students critique 
one another’s narratives and provide her own response as well, using the criteria 
they had developed during their ranking activity to evaluate the papers. 

As Ms. Golden had planned, Red Ribbon Week occurred following the 
completion of the in-class attention to narratives. During Red Ribbon Week stu- 
dents were required to attend assemblies, listen to talks by recovering substance 
abusers, receive pamphlets and other information about substance abuse, and 
be spectators to other presentations related to the week’s theme. A week before 
Red Ribbon Week, as students were working on their narratives, Ads. Golden 
assigned them to read Alex the Great a young adolescent novel that presents a 
problematic friendship from the perspectives of its two main characters, AJex 
Starky and Deonna Johnson. The girls are best friends but their lives are going 
in different directions: AJex is routinely truant, takes and sells drugs, steals, and 
otherwise rebels against rules, while Deonna is a tennis star who follows a 
straighter path. Deonna must decide whether it’s best for her friend to keep her 
out of trouble or turn her in. The book presents the themes of the literature 
they had been reading with a special focus on the ways in which social pressures 
can lead teenagers to get involved with addictive drugs, and the ways in which 
teenagers must consider what’s best for their friends and their friendships. 

During Red Ribbon Week, Ms. Golden’s students read and talked about 
AJex the Great and about the influences and temptations that were available to 
them. Ms. Golden made an effort to weave “official” Red Ribbon Week materials 
into their discussions, providing specific information on particular drugs when 
their use came up, and inviting a school counselor to talk with students about 
how to resist the pressures brought on by other teenagers to experiment with 
drugs and alcohol. They discussed the particular issues of their community, such 
as the constant threat of unemployment that faced many of their families, and 
how to develop other resources for dealing with despair and loss. Students dis- 
cussed behavior that followed from substance abuse, such as physical abuse, lack 
of responsibility, and lack of consideration for others. They further explored 
what to do in response to these behaviors and how to help friends who were 
allowing drugs and alcohol to affect their lives. In conjunction with information 
provided by Red Ribbon Week officials, students identified a great array of 
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resources for avoiding the social pressure to engage in substance abuse, and for 
addressing problems of abuse when they developed among families and other 
social groups. 

At the conclusion of Red Ribbon Week, Ms. Golden made certain to extend 
the lessons of the program into their continued explorations of literature. When 
studying other themes of the anthology, such as ‘Values in Conflict” and 
“Courage,” students returned to the issues that were raised during their thematic 
unit on “Exploring Identity” and their connections to Red Ribbon Week. They 
continued to develop their ability to write narratives on themes related to the lit- 
erature they studied, at times engaging in extended processes and at times pro- 
ducing them under exam conditions. Ms. Golden thus achieved her goal of 
integrating the program into the curriculum and tying student production to a 
personal exploration of important issues in their lives, to their informed reading 
of thematically related literature, and to their preparation for state-mandated 
writing assessments. 




Students in Ms. Golden’s class draw on a wide variety 
of sources to understand the ways in which social pres- 
sures can influence the directions their lives take. Ms. 
Golden asks them to consider their own experiences with peer 
pressure as a foundation for their reading and writing activities, and for their 
consideration of the Red Ribbon Week themes. These experiences then con- 
tribute to the development of students’ own literary and dramatic texts that 
become part of the class’s oeuvre of literary works, and that become key texts in 
their consideration of the moral issues involved in making personal decisions 
amidst social pressures. These personal texts further serve to inform their read- 
ing of literature that concerns social pressure, and of factual documents about 
substance abuse. Their consideration of their own experiences with peer influ- 
ence is abetted by their involvement in extended writing. This attention to the 
process of writing enables them to consider carefully the elements that would 
contribute to an effective narrative, and also to consider at length their relation- 
ships with their peers through their continual attention to their personal experi- 
ences. Through their integration of their own experiences with different strands 
of the English language arts curriculum and the school substance abuse pro- 
gram, the students are encouraged to engage in literacy practices that help them 
reflect on, identify, and achieve their own goals. 
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Chapter Two 




Perspectives on 
Huckleberry Finn 



Joe Gorin taught English and speech at Lafayette Heights High School, a 
large (3,500 students) suburban high school outside a Northeastern city. The 
school’s setting gave it a highly diverse student body. On one border of the town 
was Jefferson, a semi-urban, primarily minority community whose -residents 
worked a variety of jobs in the vicinity, often for hourly wages with no health or 
retirement benefits. A second neighboring town, Iron City, consisted primarily 
of white, ethnic, blue-collar families whose breadwinners were employed in 
trades, factories, and other occupations not requiring a college education. For 
both of these neighboring communities, a move to Lafayette Heights was con- 
sidered a great sign of upward mobility; these towTis were the primary sources of 
new residents to Lafayette Heights, with the school system often cited as a chief 
reason for relocation. New residents from these communities typically moved to 
one of the many rental units on the towTis east side or bought modest homes 
south of the interstate highway that cuts across the lower third of town. 

The north side of Lafayette Heights, where the high school was located, was 
more affluent than either the east or south sides. It was the home of many white- 
collar professionals, including doctors, business executives, lawyers, and others 
wLo could afford the large homes resting on spacious lots of wooded property. 
Of the lower-income residents who lived in the rental units on the east side, 
most tended to be minorities, primarily African Americans. The south-side 
neighborhoods below the interstate highway, known collectively as “Little Iron 
City,” w'ere mainly occupied by white, ethnic, working-class families. 

The high school’s diversity, while making it a vital place to teach and learn, 
also caused it to balance unsteadily on a mixture of racial, ethnic, and socioeco- 
nomic tensions. Residents of Jefferson and Iron City were notoriously at odds 
with one another and brought their antagonisms with them when they moved to 
Lafayette Heights. Students from different socioeconomic backgrounds often 
developed resentments that emerged in the school hallways and classrooms. 
School administrators had reluctantly developed a security force to patrol the 
school and its grounds to keep student hostilities at bay and to keep out non- 
students who entered school property to sell drugs, entice students out of 
classes, and otherwise disrupt the educational process. While there were no 
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metal detectors at the doors, students were required to carry photo IDs and an 
underlying uneasiness to human relations permeated the school. 

These tensions reflected larger social relationships in the community. Many 
African American parents, convinced that the school institution was racist, 
formed an association that aggressively challenged the school’s policies, pointing 
to inequitable suspension rates for black and white students, disproportionate 
numbers of black students in basic track classes, unrepresentative numbers of 
minority faculty, a lack of African American perspectives throughout the cur- 
riculum, and other indicators of systemic racial inequality. The high school did 
have an African American assistant principal in charge of discipline, a former 
marine with rigid views on behavior who administered suspensions to students. 
However, although he was highly regarded by most faculty members, he was 
often viewed by African American parents as a pawn of the predominantly 
white board of education. 

Even among the African American advocacy group there was dissension. 
Power struggles broke out and eventually two sets of parents quit the associa- 
tion to form their own groups, one more radical than the original and one more 
moderate. White parents, while less officially organized, were similarly active in 
presenting their interests to the teachers, administration, and board of education, 
often positioning themselves against the minority parents in their efforts to influ- 
ence the direction of the school system. With such contention, few residents 
were happy with the quality of the educational process, even though families 
from neighboring communities continued to move to Lafayette Heights to take 
advantage of its superior schools. The ambivalence toward the school system 
was reflected in the citizenry’s support of bond issues to fund education: they 
either passed by the slimmest of margins or were defeated. 

In the midst of this often vituperative discord toiled a well-educated, highly 
professional faculty. Their efforts seemed more frustrating with each passing year 
as tensions within the community mounted. And their frustration often caused 
strife within the ranks. Some teachers believed it was important to understand 
equity issues raised by African American parents and devoted energy to making 
the school more representative of the community’s changing demographics in its 
content and process. Others felt that any changes the school made in the interest 
of diversity inherently lowered the quality of education and kowtowed to special 
interests within the community at the expense of the school’s longstanding repu- 
tation for academic achievement The faculty were not divided on these issues by 
race, as was much of the community; both African American and white teachers 
defended the school’s traditional values, and members of both races also ques- 
tioned them. These conflicting orientations further complicated life in a school 
already pushed to the limits of its ability to function cohesively. 

Administrators tried to address the turmoil through a number of different 
inservice programs, most of which created more dissatisfaction than they dissi- 
pated. One, devoted to “learning styles,” raised questions about whether people 
of different races and cultural groups have different learning styles. This debate 
became angry when faculty who believed strongly in the established curriculum 
felt that accommodating a panoply of learners would “water dowm” the curricu- 
lum and undermine the school’s reputation for academic excellence, a reputa- 
tion that rested on the very values that were being questioned in the learning 
styles debate. Their reaction created additional anger on the part of those fac- 
ulty wfro believed it was necessary to take students’ cultural backgrounds into 
consideration when addressing their behavior and academic performance. A 
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similar reaction followed an inservice presentation on black vernacular English, 
with some faculty adamant about the need for students to acquire standard dic- 
tion to compete in the economy, and others similarly resolute about students’ 
rights to their own language. These debates among the faculty paralleled the 
controversy that permeated relations throughout the community. . 

Joe Gorin, like a number of his colleagues, found that the tensions of the 
community affected his teaching. Some of the tensions were positive; in spite of 
how unsettling the discussions surrounding the inservices were, they forced him 
to reexamine his teaching in light of cultural issues. Others were less productive, 
such as the more open hostilities that were developing among some students 
and teachers. At times these hostilities were unrelated to the course content; 
some students simply didn’t like each other or were playing out conflicts that 
had begun elsewhere. At other times, however, the conflicts that developed in 
Mr. Gorin’s class were a consequence of his students’ engagement with literature 
and the issues raised, intentionally or otherwise, by the authors. 

Such a situation occurred with the junior year American literature curricu- 
lum. The curriculum followed the traditional chronological approach to Ameri- 
can literature, covering the established canon of literary works. As a result, the 
students’ only exposure to African American society in the entire first semester 
was through a brief excerpt from the slave narratives of Frederick Douglass; in 
the second semester the most prominent African American character was Jim, 
the runaway slave in The Adventures of Huckleberry' Finn. With the African 
American advocacy groups in the community continually criticizing Lafayette 
Heights High School for its exclusion of an African American perspective in 
both the curriculum and in the development of school policy, Mr. Gorin 
became increasingly troubled about the limited presence of African American 
voices in the literature curriculum, and about the ways in which the only other 
portrayal of blacks— through Huck’s racist narration in Huckleberry r Finn- 
affected both his African American and white students. 

HuckleberryrFinn had always been a favorite novel of Joe Gorin’s. He had 
read and studied it in high school, college, and as a graduate student, and always 
found something new in its insights about society. Jim was among his favorite lit- 
erary characters because of his great resilience and dignity in the face of Huck’s 
racism. Because he had never been called “nigger” himself, Mr. Gorin could read 
the language of the novel and distance himself from the abusive term. Over the 
years his African American students had complained about having to read a 
novel where the term “nigger” was used so frequently, but Mr. Gorin was con- 
vinced that they needed to get beyond their hurt feelings and take a more 
detached academic approach to the novel. HuckFinn was clearly a masterpiece 
of American letters, thought Mr. Gorin, and Twain’s use of the word “nigger” was 
ironic. For many years he told his black students that they needed to transcend 
their initial emotional response to the term and achieve the proper distance to 
see Twain’s larger purpose. That most African American students failed to do so, 
Mr. Gorin attributed to their lack of maturity as both students and individuals. 



[I]f the school has one main goal, a goal that guides the 
establishment and priority of all others, it should be to promote 
the growth of students as healthy, competent, moral people. This 
is a huge task to which all others are properly subordinated. 

Nell Noddings, The Challenge to Care in Schools , p. 10. 
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Yet as community tensions grew and Mr. Gorin increasingly listened to the 
varied perspectives being voiced on racial issues, his apprehension grew over his 
students’ response to Hiick’s racism. As he listened to his African American stu- 
dents’ pain in reading the novel, he began to question his hierarchy, one that 
viewed emotional response as less important and less intellectual than the con- 
ventional detached analysis. Mr. Gorin’s instructional approach to the novel had 
always been for him to lead student discussions of the novel, and through this 
arrangement he had always suppressed any complaints about the novel’s emo- 
tional impact on readers by telling students that they needed to move beyond 
their initial affective response and take the more appropriate analytic stance that 
would enable them to see the novel’s ironic intention and great literary merit. 
Students who remained, in Mr. Gorin’s view, stuck at the emotional level could 
never become advanced readers of the sort envisioned by the school’s curricu- 
lum objectives and prized by colleges, the optimal destination for students 
implied in the high school’s mission statement. 



In typical classrooms, the most important asymmetry in the 
rights and obligations of teacher and students is over control of 
the right to speak. To describe the difference in the bluntest 
terms, teachers have the right to speak at any time and to any 
person; they can fill any silence or interrupt any speaker; they 
can speak to a student anywhere in the room and in any volume 
or tone of voice. And no one has the right to object. But not all 
teachers assume such rights or live by such rules all the time. 

Courtney Cazclcn, Classroom Discourse, p. 54. 



This attitude was quite different from the view he held in the speech classes 
he taught, where emotional and dramatic interpretation of texts was essential. As 
he considered the paradox of his conflicting values, he thought about conversa- 
tions with his adult friends about their own reading, which revealed that they 
often had purely emotional responses to their experiences with literature, and 
indeed rarely engaged in the sort of intellectual analysis usually prized in English 
classes. Air. Gorin began to wonder about the quality of affective experiences 
with literature and their place in the classroom. For mature, intelligent adults, 
crying was an appropriate response to powerful literature; yet tears were consid- 
ered trivial in the classroom. With this thought in mind, Mr. Gorin began to 
reconsider how he might teach Huckleberry / Finn in a way that allowed students 
affective response, that provided students a greater role in constructing a mean- 
ing for the novel, and that granted students greater authority in determining the 
processes of classroom discussion. 

To accomplish these goals Mr. Gorin needed to change the organization of 
his classroom so that he wasn’t solely responsible for setting the agenda for dis- 
cussions. Typically, he engaged his students in what he referred to as Socratic 
dialogues in which he primarily served to ask students questions and then 
respond to their answers. Upon reflection, he realized that his students rarely 
posed their own questions; rather, they assumed that all discussion would issue 
from his own decisions about what was important in the literature. As a student, 
his own greatest successes had come from his efforts to pose his own ques- 
tions, and he decided that he would like his students to develop the same 
capacity. As an experiment he asked students to pose their own questions in 
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response to a reading assignment To his dismay, the questions they developed 
all resembled the sort of factual questions often found at the end of selections 
in literature anthologies. With this realization he decided that teaching students 
to ask questions would be among the primary goals of his next effort to teach 
Huckleberry / Finn. 



There are some very good reasons why students do not ask 
questions, and these reasons are also very big ones— the pre- 
dominant goals of education, the structures of the school, the 
relations between adults and children, the socialization into 
institutional and situational authority roles. As student question- 
ing has been inhibited-in greater part-by these systemic condi- 
tions since the onset of observational research around the turn 
of the century, and as no contemporary factors can be per- 
ceived that might cause such change, no enhancement of stu- 
dent questioning in our lifetime will be observed. Schooling will 
be a process of knowledge transmission, and learning will not 
become a process of knowledge seeking. 

J. T. Dillon, “The Remedial Status of Student Questioning,” pp. 207-208. 



Mr. Gorin decided that students needed to know how to pose different types 
of questions. For one set of questions, he relied on cognitive taxonomies to 
identify a set of queries requiring increasing levels of inference. These tax- 
onomies would help students pose the 1 type of question he customarily asked 
when he led them in discussions of literature. To achieve his goal of promoting 
affective response to literature, he also tried to think of question types that 

would encourage students to 
explore their emotional 
response to literature. Finally, 
he decided to provide students 
with some ideas on how to get 
discussion participants to elab- 
orate on their remarks. Teach- 
ing students how to pose all 
three types of questions, he felt, 
would enable them to con- 
struct meanings for the story 
that were not so heavily influ- 
enced by his own priorities of 
interpretation. 

Mr. Gorin thus came up 
with the following plan: He 
would devote several days of 
class time to teaching students 
how to ask different kinds of 
questions, and have them prac- 
tice developing questions on a short story they would read together. When he 
was satisfied that students could pose stimulating questions, he would ask 
groups of students to be responsible for different segments of Huckleberry r Finn, 
have them develop questions on their sections, and then have each group lead 
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the class in discussion for one period over the portion of the novel they’d cho- 
sen. His own role during these discussions would be to evaluate the discussion 
leaders’ performance. 

Before beginning his formal instruction in how to generate questions, Mr. 
Gorin told students to begin reading the novel, giving them three weeks outside 
class to complete it before their discussion-leading responsibilities began. Their 
outside reading came during a time when they spent class time preparing for, 
and then taking, state-mandated standardized tests. Following the testing period 
he devoted class time to teaching students how to generate particular types of 
questions. The questions were of the three types he had previously identified: 
“cognitive” questions that promoted the analytic response to literature that he 
had learned in college and that were customary throughout his English depart- 
ment; “affective” questions that solicited attitudes and feelings in response to the 
literature; and questions that prompted students to elaborate on their thoughts. 

From the cognitive taxonomies he consulted, Mr. Gorin developed seven 
types of “cognitive” questions: 

TextuaUy Explicit Questions 

1 . Basic stated information: Asks for a key fact that is fundamental to grasp- 
ing the essential action and/or relationships of the story. 

2. Key detail: Asks for a detail that is key to the development of the plot. 

3. Stated relationship: Asks for a directly stated relationship (often causal) 
between at least two pieces of information in the story. 

TextuaUy Implicit Questions 

4. Simple implied relationship: Asks for a relationship that is not directly 
stated in the text 

5. Complex implied relationship: Asks about relationships that must be 
inferred from many different pieces of information. 

ScriptaUy Implicit Questions 

6. Author s generalization: Asks for an inference on what the whole literary 
text implies about the human condition. 

7. Structural generalization: Asks how parts of the work operate together to 
achieve certain effects. 

Mr. Gorin then began to consider the issue of developing affective questions. 
To do so he needed to look outside his school experiences and professional 
training, all of which informed his understanding of the academic approaches to 
literature, but few of which were helpful in fostering an emotional response to it. 
He thought of his own personal reading, his discussions of books and movies 
with friends, and his knowledge from reading feminist critiques of schooling. He 
came up with a set of questions that he hoped might encourage students to talk 
about how the literature made them feel: 

1. Emotional response: Asks about the types of emotions readers feel in 
response to the literature, and the source of those emotions (both textual 
and personal). 

2. Affect: Asks about the extent to which readers do and do not like the liter- 
ature, and points to sources for that response (both textual and personal). 

3. Connections: Asks about the degree to which readers relate to the charac- 
ters and situations of the literature. 
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4. Future action: Asks readers how their reading of the literature will affect 
their own future action. 

5. Context: Asks readers to reflect on the context of their reading (cultural 
background, social circumstances) and consider how that context has 
affected their response to the story. 

By teaching students to pose such questions, Mr. Gorin hoped to enable a per- 
sonal response to literature, a response that his students could reconsider in 
light of the contributions that others made to the discussions. 

The final type of question developed by Mr. Gorin was an elaboration 
prompt, a simple device that requested a speaker to say more. It could come in 
two forms: 

1 . General: General prompts would take the same form regardless of the 
content of a student’s remark. It might consist of a simple ‘"Yes?” or 
request further explanation: “Could you elaborate on that?” or “What do 
you mean by that?” 

2. Specific: Specific remarks build on something specific a student has said, 
and requests elaboration. It might consist of the repetition of a student’s 
remark as an interrogative (“Huck is ignorant?”), or take a phrase from a 
student’s remark and request elaboration about it (“Why do you think Jim 
should have abandoned Huck?”). 

To teach his students how to pose questions, Mr. Gorin decided to scaffold 
their learning by beginning with teacher-led, whole-class instruction, and then by 
having students work together in small groups to develop their own questions 
based on the question types he taught them. After evaluting these questions, the 
students would take responsibility for a certain set of chapters from Huckleberry / 
Finn and then lead the class in a discussion over those chapters. 



[Tjhus, the reader must be active and responsible. He 
cannot be simply receptive, waiting to be provided with inter- 
pretations, to have significances pointed out and implications 
developed for him. To do so is to accept someone else’s read- 
ing uncritically, adopting another’s feelings and thoughts as 
one’s own. Encouraging that docility makes for placid, mal- 
leable, lazy students, and places the English teacher in an 
untenable position, diminishing his role from that of teacher 
to that of spiritual leader, charged with the unethical task of 
molding his students. 

Robert E. Probst, Response and Analysis, p. 24. 



Mr. Gorin wanted to accomplish two goals at once. The first goal was to 
teach students how to generate questions. The second was to introduce stu- 
dents to the themes of Huckleberry / Finn by having them read a thematically- 
related short story that would prepare them for Twain’s satirical look at a 
hypocritical society. He selected the short story “Harrison Bergeron” by Kurt 
Vonnegut for this introductory purpose because of its accessibility and because 
it paralleled the genre and themes of Huckleberry' Finn. The satirical story is set 
in the future when a hypocritical totalitarian government handicaps any citizen 
who has any advantage over any other. George and Hazel Bergeron’s son Harri- 
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son is a highly intelligent, athletic young man who carries extensive handicaps, 
and who rebels against the government by casting off his handicaps, only to be 
shot down by Diana Moon Glampers, a highly placed government official. 

Students began by reading the story silently. When they were finished, Mr. 
Gorin passed out a sheet that defined the seven types of cognitive questions he 
had developed and told them of his plan to teach them how to ask questions so 
they could lead their own discussions. “What are you going to do?” asked Gayle. 

“I’m going to sit in the back of the room and listen to you talk,” he replied. 
“Each group will get a grade on how well their questions stimulate a discussion. 
The more people who participate in the discussion, the better off you’ll be. If 
you want people to participate in the discussions that you lead, then I recom- 
mend that you help them out by contributing to the discussions they lead” 

For the initial instruction in how to generate questions, Mr. Gorin led the 
whole class together, starting by modeling how to ask each question type. He 
began with the simplest question, basic stated information. After reviewing the 
definition from the handout, he provided an example for “Harrison Bergeron”: 
“How intelligent are George and Hazel?” He followed this by asking students to 
develop their own basic-stated-information questions for the story. 

“How' about, What’s the title of the story?’” asked Jack 
“Well, what do you think?” Joe Gorin responded, gazing out at the class. 
“Well, you don’t need to read the story to be able to answer it, so I don’t 
think so,” said Mariam. 

“Have you got a better question?” asked Mr. Gorin. 

Mariam thought. “How about, ‘What is George wearing?’ You have to read 
the story to know' that, plus if you don’t know about the handicaps, then you’re 
never going to understand the story.” 

Sounds good,’ said Mr. Gorin. “Let s try one more.” After the students gen- 
erated another question, Mr. Gorin repeated the process with the second, and 
continued in this fashion until the class w'as presented with, and subsequently 
generated, questions of each type, with responses discussed for each. The illus- 
trations Mr. Gorin gave for the remaining question types were: 

Key detail: What is the purpose of each of George’s handicaps? 

Stated relationship: What does George think of the handicapping system estab- 
lished by the government? Where in the story do you find his views stated? 
Simple implied relationship: WTiy does the description of Harrison spoken by 
the ballerina on television indicate that he is “extremely dangerous” to the 
government? 

Complex implied relationship: What does George and Hazel’s reaction to Diana 
Moon Glampers s ultimate action against Harrison tell you about the govern- 
ment’s influence on their thinking? 

Authors generalization: Compare the situation in this story to one in the real 
world. Your analogy need not involve government, but may concern any 
authority' structure. What is the author trying to tell readers about human 
society'? 

Structural generalization: In what ways do George and Hazel change from the 
beginning of the story to the end? What is the author saying about the 
human condition based on the development of these characters? 

Mr. Gorin next handed out a sheet that included definitions for each of the 
affective question types he had developed, and went through the same process 
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with each one: defining the question type, illustrating it with an example from 
“Harrison Bergeron,” and then having students develop similar questions. He 
started with questions about emotional response that ask about the types of 
emotions readers feel in response to the literature, and the source of those 
emotions (both textual and personal). To illustrate this type of question for “Har- 
rison Bergeron,” he asked, “Describe the emotions you felt as you read the story. 
Why do you feel this way?” He then asked students if they could think of similar 
questions. 

Noah raised his hand and said, “Some people might not really get emotional 
about this story. So I’d ask, ‘Did you have any emotions about what happened in 
the story?’ For me, the answer would be no, unless you count laughing at the 
funny parts as being emotional.” 

The class agreed with Noah that not all stories prompt strong emotions in 
readers. Mr. Gorin cautioned students to avoid posing questions with yes/no 
answers, so Noah rephrased the question as, “What, if any, emotions did you 
have as you read the story?” Mr. Gorin then went on to the next question. He 
again repeated the process for each question type and provided the following 
examples for the remaining question types: 

Questions about affect: What parts of the story did you like or dislike? 

Questions about connections: Have you ever been in a situation when you felt 
the same way as any of the characters in the story? 

Questions about future action: What has this story taught you about how to act 
in situations of this kind? 

Questions about context: Aare there any events from your personal life or from 
current events that have affected the way you feel about this story? 

Finally, Mr. Gorin provided students with ideas on how^ to get other students 
to elaborate on their responses, introducing them to both general and specific 
prompts. To illustrate how to use them, he posed one of the questions from the 
examples he’d given to the class for discussion. “What has this story taught you 
about how to act in situations of this kind?” 

“Well,” said Savannah, “I sure wouldn’t act like Hazel. I’d rather rebel the way 
Harrison did than be a bump on a log like Hazel.” 

“Please go on,” said Mr. Gorin. 

“Well, Hazel acted like the women on old black-and-white TV shows who 
can’t do anything for themselves,” she said. “If I were her, I wouldn’t just sit there 
doing nothing, I’d act.” 

“What would you do?” asked Mr. Gorin. 

“I’d do what Harrison did, I’d fight back” 

“How?” asked Mr. Gorin, and proceeded to prod Savannah to explore her 
thoughts with subsequent prompts. When she had finished, Mr. Gorin reviewed 
the prompts he’d given and encouraged students to use such methods when 
leading their own discussions. 

When the class completed their initial instruction in generating questions for 
“Harrison Bergeron,” Mr. Gorin asked the students to form small groups to gen- 
erate their own questions for another thematically-related short story, Twain’s 
“The Man That Corrupted Hadleyburg.” As he often did, Mr. Gorin allowed stu- 
dents to choose their own groups as long as they stayed productive. At times he 
had to break up groups that had difficulty maintaining their focus, but for the 
most part he found that self-selected groups were more cohesive than those that 
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he formed according to his own interests. Mr. Gorin often had to defend his 
grouping practices to administrators who observed his classes because students 
often chose to work with students of the same race. He originally felt uncom- 
fortable with this arrangement, but the alternatives made him feel even more 
uncomfortable. He had tried to distribute the minority students evenly among 
the groups, but found that in so doing he was singling them out, something that 
they clearly resented. As he looked at the make up of the groups that students 
chose, he saw that they all had a common denominator. In some cases it was 
race. In others they all had attended the same junior high. Other groups con- 
sisted entirely of athletes from the same sport. Some groups were all girls, others 
all boys. To make distinctions based on race but not on other factors seemed 
unfair to him, so he decided to let students pick their own partners regardless of 
how it might look to an outsider. 

For this small-group activity he told each group that their job was to generate 
a set of questions for discussion-leading purposes. Mr. Gorin circulated around 
the room to listen to what students were saying as they generated their ques- 
tions. As he eavesdropped on group discussions he heard a different type of 
conversation going on than typically took place during his teacher-led discus- 
sions. In order to generate their questions the students needed to talk about the 
story to determine which issues were important enough to explore with the 
class. Often several students spoke at once as they collaborated on generating 
questions, a spontaneity that Mr. Gorin often found lacking in formal class dis- 
cussions. There was often laughter, colloquial speech, vociferous disagreement, 
and other facets of interaction that were generally absent from his teacher-led 
discussions. Early in the period he overheard one group as they worked on gen- 
erating a textually explicit question: 

Baxter: OK, we’ve got to make up one of these questions that asks for some 
basic stated information, but we can’t ask what the title of the story is. 

Janet: Well, it’s about a man who corrupted a town called Hadleyburg by 
tempting everyone with money. Before that they’d always been good 
people. Maybe we could ask a question about the people of the town 
before the stranger came. 

Randy: What were they like before he came? 

Cindy : Well, let’s see, it says right here at the beginning, “Hadleyburg w^as 
the most honest and upright town in all the region,” so we could ask a 
question about that. 

Randy: Except one problem, they really weren’t honest or upright, they just 
appeared to be. So how about, “What was the reputation of the people 
of Hadleyburg before the stranger came?” 

Cindy: Yeah, let’s do that 

Students settled on the explicit questions fairly easily. Their generation of 
inferential questions w^as more difficult. Mr. Gorin overheard another group try- 
ing to generate a complex-implied-relationship question; that is, one that asks 
about relationships that must be inferred from many different pieces of informa- 
tion. To do so they needed to discuss many parts of the story so that they could 
identify encompassing relationships from the story as a w r hole: 

Teddy: Okay, next we’ve got to do one of these complex-implied- 
relationship questions. What’s that? 
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■ — Students adjust their use of spoken, 
written, and visual language (e.g, con- 
ventions, style, vocabulary) to com- 
municate effectively with a variety of 
audiences and for different purposes. 



— Students conduct research on issues 
and interests by generating ideas 
and questions, and by posing prob- 
lems. They gather, evaluate, and syn- 
thesize data from a variety of sources 
(e.g, print and nonprint texts, artifacts, 
people) to communicate their dis- 
coveries in ways that suit their pur- 
pose and audience. 



311 



Students apply a wide range of strate 

gies to comprehend, interpret, evalu- 
ate, and appreciate texts. They draw 
on their prior experience, their inter- 
actions with other readers and writ- 
ers, their knowledge ofword meaning 
and other texts, their word identifi- 
cation strategies, and their under- 
standing of textual features (e.g n 
sound-letter correspondence, sen- 
tence structure, context, graphics). 



Students use spoken, written, and vi 

sual language to accomplish their 
own purposes (e.g, for learning, en- 
joyment, persuasion, and the ex- 
change of information). 



Kjki: I don’t know. Hey, Mr. Gorin! 

Mr. Gorin: Yes? 

Kiki: What are we supposed to do for these complex-implied-whatever- 
they-ares? 

Mr. Gorin: Well, these aren’t easy. To ask one of these you really have to 
read the story carefully and try to think about things that aren’t stated 
directly, but that add up into one big truth about the story. 

Tess: Could you do one for us? 

Mr. Gorin: Well, I’ve already helped you with one. You give it a shot first, 
and then let me know if you’re still having trouble. 

Tess: Well, it was worth a try. OK, what’s this story about? 

Karla: It’s about a guy who went to this town and, like, made everybody cor- 
rupt. 

Teddy: Right Everybody thought they were upright at the beginning, but 
became tempted by all the money and started plotting about how to get 
it. 

Kiki: Right It says that everyone was upright, but you can tell that they really 
aren’t. 

Tess: Like, where? 

Kiki: Well, that first person who gets the money tells her husband, that Mr. 
Richards guy, and he was like, “Well let’s just keep that money and if the 
stranger ever comes back, we can go, ‘Forget you, we never saw you 
before.’” 

Teddy: Right, and everybody’s like that. Everybody appeared to be good and 
upright, but underneath it all they were just as greedy and mean as any- 
body else. 

Tess: Yeah, and when they were talking about that preacher, that one guy 
was like, hold on, let me find it, here it is, “Well, Burgess deserves it— he 
will never get another congregation here. Mean as the town is, it knows 
how to estimate him l So even the people in the town know that they’re 
kind of mean underneath their polite facade. 

Kiki: Oh, nice word, facade. 

Tess: Thanks. 

Karla: Right, and that’s just at the beginning when they think they’re upright 
and can’t be corrupted. Or at least it appears on the surface that they 
can’t be corrupted. As the story goes on it just gets— 

Kiki: Yeah, they just keep getting worse and worse, or, maybe, that’s not it, 
they— 

Teddy: Right, they’re not getting worse; it’s just that they get more obvious. 
You know, they’re like, “That’s my money, I must be the one who was 
kind to the stranger,” even though they were, like, really mean, and the 
stranger actually wanted revenge, and so— 

Tess: Yeah, so they’re not really getting greedier, they’re just showing it 
more. 

Karla: So, how are we supposed to ask a question about this? 
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Tess: I don’t know. Let’s see. What seems to be the thing that we’re talking 
about? The people think they’re upright, that they can’t be corrupted, 
but they’re already corrupt inside, and the stranger just tricks them into 
showing it more on the outside. 

Teddy: Right, and at the end they change their motto so that it’s honest and 
says that they can be led into temptation. 

Kada: So what’s the question we ask? 

Kiki: Let’s see, it’s got to cover different parts of the story and be about 
something that’s not stated directly. During the whole story everyone’s 
really corrupt, but they’ve got a facade of being honest, but finally at the 
end everyone acts corrupt, and they’re finally honest about being dis- 
honest How can we ask a question about that? 

Teddy: This is like “Jeopardy,” we know the answer but have to ask the 
question. 

Kiki: [hums the “Jeopardy” theme song] 

Tess : How about, “Are the people of Hadleyburg corrupt, or did the 
stranger corrupt them?” 

Kiki: Well, that’s close, but we re not supposed to ask questions that have 
yes/no answers. So we’ve got to try to say it differently. 

Karla: How about if we use this question to try to ask about the corruption 
of the people throughout the story? Like this, “What did the man who 
corrupted Hadleyburg do to the people of Hadleyburg?” 

Teddy; Wait, I have an idea. What would’ve happened if the stranger didn’t 
tempt them? Maybe we could ask a question like that. “How corrupt 
would the people of Hadleyburg be if the stranger didn’t lead them into 
temptation?” 

Kiki: And delivered them from evil. 

Teddy: To answer that, people would have to think about how corrupt the 
townspeople really are anyhow. 

Tess: Yeah, but someone could answer that by going, like, “Really corrupt.” 
So we’ll have to ask more questions, like “Give examples from different 
parts of the story that show what you mean.” That way they’ll have to 
show that they understand how corrupt the characters are. 

Kilo: Let’s check with Mr. Gorin. Hey Air. Gorin! ... 

The groups worked in this fashion, checking with Mr. Gorin when necessary 
and preparing both cognitive and affective questions for the story. After the 
groups were finished they exchanged their questions with another group and 
critiqued them to see if they met the criteria of each question type. Following 
the critiques, each group revised their questions and then exchanged them with 
a different group, this time for the purpose of responding to the questions, with 
the responses turned back to the original group for evaluation. 

Following this initial instruction in generating and responding to questions, each 
group took responsibility for leading a discussion of a set of chapters from Huckle- 
berry Finn Each group had two days to prepare its questions. Although at times 
students appeared to be off-task, his monitoring of student progress revealed that 
their discussions were productive: students thought carefully about the chapters 
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Students adjust their use of spoken, — 
written, and visual language (e.g, con- 
ventions, style, vocabulary) to com- 
municate effectively with a variety of 
audiences and for different purposes. 



Students apply a wide range of strate 

gies to comprehend, interpret, evalu- 
ate, and appreciate texts. They draw 
on their prior experience, their inter- 
actions with other readers and writ- 
ers, their knowledge of word meaning 
and other texts, their word identifi- 
cation strategies, and their under- 
standing of textual features (e.g, 
sound-letter correspondence, sen- 
tence structure, context, graphics). 



Students develop an understanding — 
of and respect for diversity in lan- 
guage use, patterns, and dialects 
across cultures, ethnic groups, geo- 
graphic regions, and social roles. 
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they were responsible for and related them to the rest of the novel, much as they 
had done for their discussions of ‘The Alan That Corrupted Hadleyburg.” 

The actual student-led discussions provided an interesting contrast to normal 
classroom discourse. Each group knew that they needed their classmates’ sup- 
port for a successful discussion, and so tended to participate in other groups’ 
discussions as part of their reciprocal dependency. The discussions covered a 
greater range of issues than were normally addressed. In the past Air. Gorin had 
steered students away from discussing aspects of the novel that he felt side- 
tracked them from understanding the book’s literary merit. When he removed 
himself from the discussion, however, the students often gravitated to the very 
issues he felt were trivial in grasping the novel’s commentary on society. 

One discussion-leading group consisted of three African American students, 
Andre, Sherice, and Emrnitt, and one mixed-race student, Adrianna. They 
decided to start their discussion of Chapters 1 7-24, when Huck and Jim leave 
the Grangerfords and take up with the duke and dauphin, by posing one of the 
affective questions they had developed. Andre started by saying, “Have you ever 
been in a situation like the one Huck and Jim are in during these chapters? If so, 
how did you feel?” 

Gregg, an African American student, immediately raised his hand and said, 
‘Yes I have. I was thinking about that while I read the chapter. Some of this stuff 
really got me. Let me find one part. . . . Look at page 101. Let me read you what 
it says: 

Each person had their own nigger to wait on them-Buck too. My nigger 
had a monstrous easy time, because I wam’t use to having anybody do 
anything for me, but Buck’s was on the jump most of the time. 

This was all there w'as of the family now, but there used to be more- 
three sons; they got killed; and Emmeline that died. 

The old gentleman owned a lot of farms and over a hundred niggers. 

“Well, you’re asking me how I feel about this book, and I don’t feel so good. I 
feel the way I feel at work All the bosses are white and they act like we’re their 
niggers. I feel like Buck’s slave because my boss keeps me on the jump, more 
than he does the white boys who work there.” 

“Could you please elaborate?” asked Sherice. 

“I’d be happy to elaborate. I hate the way Huck keeps calling Jim a nigger. 

I’ve been called nigger all my life, and I don’t see why I have to come to school 
and see black people called niggers in the books we read. How come we never 
read books by black writers where they call white people ‘honkeys’ on every 
page?” 

A/like, a white student who’d grown up in Iron City, raised his hand. “Now 
wait a minute. You black people call each other nigger all the time. What do you 
expect us to do? Even in this book Jim calls blacks niggers. So I think it’s just the 
way it is. Besides, it’s just a name. Why can’t you just read the book and learn 
from it?” 

Sherice responded, “Well, it’s not just a name. And it’s different w'hen black 
people and white people say nigger. How r ’d you feel if I called you a redneck? 
You’d get pretty mad, wouldn’t you? But you call your friends rednecks and 
laugh because you’re proud of it It’s the same thing.” 

“Well,” said Alike, “if I had to read books where the w r hite people were called 
rednecks, I wouldn’t sit around crying about it, I’d just read the book” 

Adrianna broke in. “Alike, how did you feel about these chapters?” 
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“How’d I feel? I didn’t feel nothin’. It’s a good story, it’s entertaining, our 
teacher told us to read it, this is school, so I read it. What’s there to feel? It’s a 
book, not real life.” 

Emmitt decided to improvise with a new question. “Does anyone think Mark 
Twain is a racist? My dad does. He’s very mad about us reading this book” 

Lexie, a white girl, responded. “I don’t think he’s racist Jim’s the only decent 
character in the whole book Even Huck’s kind of a jerk And everybody they meet 
on land is a loser. Huck’s the one who’s a racist Mark Twain only wrote the book I 
think if he was a racist then he’d make Jim look immoral or something. Jim’s igno- 
rant but then he didn’t have an education or anything. But he’s a good person” 

A black student named Carol spoke up. “It doesn’t matter to me which one’s 
the racist. There’s plenty of racists in this world, and a few more won’t make a 
difference. What I don’t like is having to read them in school. I thought that 
school was supposed to make everybody equal, but I don’t see no equality here. 
Jim’s the first black character we’ve seen in a book all year, and he’s an ignorant 
slave, saying Tze gwine ketch up wid dem niggers’ and other such stuff that 
makes black folks look like fools. I think it’s the school that’s racist, and that’s 
what I don’t like.” 

The discussion continued, with students addressing social issues that formed 
the context of their reading in a way that Mr. Gorin had always discouraged. It 
was often tense, and the issues were not resolved at the end of the period; while 
Mr. Gorin had always striven to reach “closure” in his discussions, students 
exited the class still arguing about the issues with some intensity. He found 
much of the discussion unsettling, and was somewhat discouraged by the degree 
of dissatisfaction he learned about through the students’ contributions. Yet he 
also saw the novel from a different perspective than he previously had, under- 
standing better how it could engender a negative reaction with some readers. 

While not all of the student-led discussions resulted in such heated 
exchanges about the merit of the book they did allow students to use their own 
histories as frameworks for constructing meaning for the characters and their 
experiences. Mr. Gorin decided to open up their writing opportunities as well, 
allowing them to use the material from class discussions in their graded 
responses. In previous years he had clearly circumscribed students’ writing 
opportunities, limiting them to formal analysis of the novel. As he listened to the 
student-led discussions, he jotted down ideas on how' students could fruitfully 
compose texts that helped them develop meaningful responses to the novel. He 
presented students wdth a number of possibilities, from which they could make a 
choice. Students could do any two of the following: 

1 . Keep a journal in response to their reading and discussion of the novel. 

2. Participate in the comm unity- wide discussion of curriculum and instruc- 
tion by writing a letter to the school board, English department chair, stu- 
dent newspaper, and/or community newspaper expressing a position on 
why Huckleberry / Finn should or should not be included in the literature 
curriculum. 

3. Write a conventional analysis on some aspect of Huckleberry' Finn. 

4. Produce a narration or other creative wr>rk that is related to some aspect 
of Huckleberry Finn. It could be a satire of social folly within the school or 
community, a narrative about race relations, or other thematically related 
original w r ork 



— Students conduct research on issues 
and interests by generating ideas 
and questions, and by posing prob- 
lems. They gather, evaluate, and syn- 
thesize data from a variety of sources 
(e.g, print and nonprint texts, artifacts, 
people) to communicate their dis- 
coveries in ways that suit their pur- 
pose and audience. 



— Students read a wide range of litera- 
ture from many periods in many gen- 
res to build an understanding of the 
many dimensions (e.g, philosophical, 
ethical, aesthetic) of human experi- 
ence. 



— Students employ a wide range of 
strategies as they write and use differ- 
ent writing process elements appro- 
priately to communicate with different 
audiences for a variety of purposes. 
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Adrianna, intrigued by the parallels among “The Man That Corrupted 
Hadleyburg,” The Adventures of Huckleberry' Finn, and the tensions present in 
Lafayette Heights, wrote the following satire: 

The Woman That Corrupted Lafayette Heights 

Once there was a town called Lafayette Heights. People there were happy, 
and no one could corrupt them. There were people of all different colors 
and backgrounds but they all got along very well, or so it seemed. 

But there was a woman who’d passed through town long ago (which 
color she was, it didn’t matter). Someone had done her wrong, and she 
wanted to get back at the whole town. So she took a copy of Huckleberry r 
Finn and left it in the English department of the high school w'ith a note 
that said if all the teachers used it she’d make the school rich. The princi- 
pal liked this idea and so ordered all of the teachers to teach this novel. 

Students read it and so did their parents. Some thought that it w r as a 
very fine book because it showed how' greedy and selfish people are and 
taught them lessons about life. These people thought anyone w r ho read 
Huckleberry' Finn would become smarter and more moral, w r hich would 
be quite a trick in a very' moral town like Lafayette Heights. 

Other people didn’t like the book so much because it used words that 
harmed them. These people didn’t like the w r ay Huck Finn thought black 
people w r ere inferior and called them “niggers.” They started complaining 
about the book and saying that people shouldn’t have to read racist feel- 
ings in school. 

All of the happy people in Lafayette Heights weren’t so happy any- 
more. They began fighting about this book and calling each other racists 
and arguing about w'hat kinds of books people should have to read in 
school. Nobody could agree on w r hat to do, and nobody liked the situation 
the way it was. They all w'anted to go back to the way things used to be 
when everyone was happy, but it w r as too late. 

Then one day the townspeople got a letter from the woman who’d 
started the w r hole mess. The note said. 

Dear People of Lafayette Heights, 

I promised that I’d make the school rich if you read this book. Now' 

that you see each other for what you really are, you are richer for it. 
Sincerely, 

An Old Friend 



Students participate as knowledge- — 
able, reflective, creative, and critical 
members of a variety of literacy com- 
munities. 



These choices enabled students to have some say in how they made sense 
of the novel and their discussions. They also had some say in who would read 
and respond to their efforts. Some students wanted only Mr. Gorin to read their 
writing, since they were exploring highly sensitive ideas and feelings; some stu- 
dents had racially-charged views that they did not want to make public, yet 
which they shared with him for both academic credit and to receive his personal 
response. Other students wished to join the public fray and used their writing as 
the basis for public expressions of their views. Adrianna, for instance, both sent 
her satire to the school paper, which published it, and submitted it to the 
school’s annual writing competition. 

The students’ writing was far more emotional than most of the writing that 
Mr. Gorin’s students had done for him in the past, and created discomfort for 
him with some faculty members w r ho did not want to encourage students to 
begin questioning the curriculum any more than they already did, especially 
through such public media as the local newspaper or school board meetings. 

Yet he saw a conviction in their writing that exceeded most of their previous 
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efforts and so decided that whatever dissonance his students’ expressions 
caused with his own sensibilities or the community’s would be productive in the 
long run. 

The unit on Huckleberry / Finn was in many ways excruciating for A4r. Gorin. 
The discussions on the novel ranged far from those that he had led in the past, 
when his own questions had limited the topics that students could discuss in 
relation to it. He worried that the focus on students’ affective response to the 
novel came at the expense to their understanding of the literary conventions of 
irony that he believed justified the inclusion of Fluckleberry Finn in the curricu- 
lum and absolved Mark Twain of blame for the racist views expressed by the 
characters in the novel. Yet he also saw greater student involvement in the dis- 
cussions, greater investment in the issues explored, and a quantum leap in their 
ability to pose questions that helped them inquire into the parts of the novel 
that they found worth pursuing. While often going beyond the range of issues 
specifically raised by Twain, the discussions were sufficiently grounded in the 
text itself to satisfy Mr. Gorin that they were not ignoring the novel in order to 
talk about unrelated issues. 

The unit caused Mr. Gorin to rethink some aspects of his teaching. His . 
African American students’ consistent observation that their voice was excluded 
from the curriculum caused him to look for ways to include more works by 
black authors and to present a case for curriculum revision to his colleagues. He 
also liked the way his students ran their own discussions and decided that by 
teaching students to ask questions earlier in the year, he could plan more such 
opportunities and thus encourage more rigorous student inquiry than he’d been 
able to achieve in the past. 

He felt that the writing that students did in response to the novel had mixed 
results. In previous years he had led the whole class through a specific set of 
steps in learning how to produce a specific type of writing, such as an argument 
about an interpretation, an extended definition of a concept such as hypocrisy 
and subsequent analysis of the novel in terms of that definition, or some other 
type of writing that followed a given set of conventions. By allowing students 
choice he was less directive in how they interpreted the story. However, he was 
also less helpful to them in their composing because he could not possibly 
teach ten different genres at once. He saw a need for both clear instruction in 
writing conventions and student choice in writing genres. Figuring out how to 
balance the two, however, would complicate his teaching in the years to come. 




Mr. Gorin’s students read and consider a classic of 
American literature, The Adventures of Huckleberry' 
Finn, in a way that engages them in an exploration of the 
different perspectives people may take on the novel given their 
cultural experiences. To understand both their own response to the novel and 
that of others, students need to think about the relationship between the book’s 
aesthetic merit and the moral dimensions of their response to it. In doing so 



O 

ERIC 



53 



Perspectives on Huckleberry Finn 



they need to tty to recognize both the ironic structure of the text and the emo- 
tional impact that irony can have on people whose negative experiences are 
being satirized. Students learn how to pose questions of three main types in 
order to learn procedures for inquiry in their subsequent reading and discussion 
of literature, in the process learning to generate ideas, questions, and problems 
to pursue in their thinking and writing. Although some students in this class are 
unlikely to develop empathy for the experiences of their classmates, they do 
make an effort to articulate their own perspectives on social relations and how 
these perspectives are represented in the novel. By sharing their writing with 
readerships outside the classroom, some students participate in a variety of liter- 
acy communities. Those students who are willing to listen to others have the 
potential to use their reading, writing, and discussion to develop and pursue 
goals for critical, aesthetic, and moral development. 
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Chapter Three 

Tales of the Prairie 



Eddie Gomez taught in Prairie View, a small ranching community in the vast 
plains of the American Midwest People entering Prairie View travelled a two-lane 
state highway through miles of crops and pastureland before slowing to 25 MPH 
in the downtown area. After weaving through a group of white clapboard churches 
on the edge of town, the road passed by the post office, diner, gas station, barber- 
shop, and other small businesses that provided the center of commerce in Prairie 
View. The highway next wound through a small residential section consisting of 
one-story homes and trailers, then quickly resumed its normal speed as it curved 
through the ranches and farms that rolled across the prairie. 



At present the honey-bee swarms in myriads, in the noble 
groves and forests which skirt and intersect the prairies, and 
extend along the alluvial bottoms of the rivers. It seems to me 
as if these beautiful regions answer literally to the description of 
the land of promise, “a land flowing with milk and honey”; for 
the rich pasturage of the prairies is calculated to sustain herds of 
cattle as countless as the sands upon the sea-shore, while the 
flowers with which they are enamelled render them a very par- 
adise for the nectar-seeking bee. 

Washington living, A Tour on the Prairies, pp. 50-5 1 . 



The town’s school system was consolidated in a small cluster of buildings just 
off the main street near the downtown area, next to the rodeo arena that pro- 
vided the summer’s biggest social event. The school grounds were spacious, 
providing ample room for the football stadium where every fall the pride of 
Prairie View did battle under the Friday night lights. On the edge of the business 
district stood the cotton warehouse that bustled with delivery trucks during the 
late fall harvest, leaving downtown and roadbeds speckled with tufts of white. 
The middle and high schools shared the same faculty; Mr. Gomez was one of 
two English teachers serving grades 8- 1 2. He taught two classes of eighth 
graders, two of ninth, and one of twelfth. A typical class size was fifteen to eigh- 
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teen students, including those who repeated courses, with graduating classes typ- 
ically numbering about twenty-five. 

Most students in Prairie View came from families involved in ranching and 
farming. The school provided short vacations and very few holidays during the 
school year, and many students used the long summers to work on their family 
ranches and farms. Families who did not work the land often provided support 
services such as feed, fertilizer, and grain, or worked at the post office, diner, or 
other small businesses in town. 

Other people settled in Prairie View for its quality of life, especially for chil- 
dren. Among such families one parent often worked away from home during 
the week in distant oil fields or other regional businesses. Although the vast 
spaces of the ranches often physically separated residents from one another, a 
closeness in the personal relations among townspeople bound them together- 
doors were rarely locked at night, neighbors helped one another in times of 
stress, and a general feeling of friendliness and common cause permeated 
Prairie View’s social life. 

Many students at Prairie View High School, while immersed in agricultural 
life, were well connected to the world at large. From the road, satellite dishes 
were visible outside the houses on many of the ranches, bringing MTV, interna- 
tional broadcasts, and the world beyond into their lives. While country and west- 
ern music played in the background of the barbershop, diner, and their parents’ 
pickup trucks, students were just as likely to blast current rock music through 
the headphones of their portable cassette players. The Internet and fax connec- 
tions that were important to modern farming also gave many Prairie View stu- 
dents access to cyberspace, providing them with a broad range of perspectives 
through which to construct their world. 

Not all students came from land-owning families. Some were the children of 
ranch hands who lived in modest on-site housing provided by the ranchers for a 
percentage of their wages. The town’s inhabitants included Mexican American 
and Native American residents who made up about 15% of the total population. 
Some of these minority residents owned their own ranches; others either 
worked as ranch hands or owned or worked in one of the downtown area’s 
small businesses. 

Mr. Gomez, like several other faculty members, had originally lived in the 
“teacherage,” a small set of rudimentary cottages just off school grounds pro- 
vided for teachers to compensate for the low' salary paid by the district, which 
had little industrial tax base to draw' on to support its schools. After marrying 
he’d bought a home in a small residential area just off Prairie View’s business 
district. Other members of the primarily female faculty lived on farms or 
ranches, often spending time each day before and after school helping to oper- 
ate the family business. 

The community as a whole reflected the masculine dominance of frontier 
and ranching life. A'len occupied most decision-making positions in town gover- 
nance and school administration. Mr. Ciomez was one of the few' men on the 
faculty. Like the other male teachers, he coached a sport during the fall, winter, 
and spring, and also in the summer evening programs. 

The school’s limited resources and small student body mitigated against pro- 
viding expansive services for students. The school provided few classes in art, 
music, or foreign languages, although there w'as an extracurricular band program 
for students who played at football and basketball games. The school provided 
no drama productions, debating team, or bookclubs. The primary extracurricu- 
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lar activities were sports, Future Homemakers of America, Future Farmers of 
America, and the 4-H Club. The classes most highly valued by the community 
were those that taught skills needed for farm and ranch life: science, math, voca- 
tional agriculture, and home economics. The school library was the only library 
in town. To buy a book, someone from Prairie View needed to drive across the 
county to a chain department store that stocked a small display of bestsellers. 
The students who went to college tended to major in agriculture in order to run 
the family farm more efficiently. Some students had ambitions to move to the 
city following graduation or to go to college “away from home”— that is, to a col- 
lege in a different part of the state-to get a different view of life. Most students, 
though, stayed in town following high school graduation, preferring the friendli- 
ness and familiarity of Prairie View to the faster pace, claustrophobia, and imper- 
sonal social relations of larger towns and cities. 



Ours was just another one of those little towns, I guess, 
about a thousand or so people, where everybody knows every- 
body else; and on your way to the post office, you’d nod and 
speak to so many friends that your neck would be rubbed raw 
when you went in to get your mail if there was any. It took you 
just about an hour to get up through town, say hello, talk over 
the late news, family gossip, sickness, weather, crops, and lousy 
politics. Everybody had something to say about something, or 
somebody, and you usually knew almost word for word what it 
was going to be about before you heard them say it, as we had 
well-known and highly expert talkers on all subjects in and out 
of this world. 

Woody Guthrie, Bound for Glory . p. 37. 



Students, like older community members, spoke in a rural drawl and dialect 
Around towm it was common to hear people say, “She ain’t doin’ nothin’ about 
it,” or “I might could help y’all out on that,” or “It don’t look like it’s fixin’ to rain 
none.” Even many school faculty, administrators, and board members-most of 
whom had grown up in either Prairie View or towns in the region— were known 
to speak colloquially both in and out of the classroom. Though most townspeo- 
ple spoke in a rural dialect, the primary emphasis in the English curriculum w'as 
on formal grammar. The focus on grammar stemmed from both local values and 
from broader social and economic pressures. At the community level, the 
emphasis on grammar spoke pragmatically to community values and needs, 
more so than would a focus on other strands of the language arts curriculum. 
The selections in the school’s state-loaned literature anthology seemed quite 
remote from the students’ agricultural wnrld; few students or parents found 
Macbeth and other stalwarts of the curriculum to be helpful in growing crops 
during a drought, getting a good price on cattle, or stopping the fullback on third 
and short. Many parents w^ere more concerned that their children could read 
instructions on how to repair machinery or write a business letter regarding the 
purchase of farm equipment than that they could read Chaucer or write an 
analysis of The Scarlet Letter. 

The emphasis on grammar-which according to the Prairie View^ curriculum 
included attention to all aspects of language knowledge and usage covered in 
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their grammar textbook— was also a function of dictates imposed by the state. 
School effectiveness was assessed by state-mandated standardized tests, and 
ineffective schools were ordered to close and consolidate with a neighboring 
district that met the state’s minimum requirements. The language arts assess- 
ment included a test of formal grammar, including labeling parts of speech, cor- 
recting poorly punctuated sentences, and identifying incorrect usage of verbs, 
pronouns, homonyms, and so on. If students did poorly on this test in conjunc- 
tion with a writing assessment and tests in other subject areas, Prairie View' 
w'ould be forced to close its schools and consolidate with the nearby Antelope 
Hills schools, their historical rivals in sports that typically had acceptable test 
scores. 



“I ain’t no plumb whole stranger; mama cat knowed me 
when I wuz jest a litde teeny weeny baby; jest this long; an’ my 
mama had ta keep me all nice an’ warm jest like them little baby 
cats, so’s I wouldn’t freeze, so’s nothin’ wouldn’t git me.” 

Woody Guthrie, Bound for Glory , pp. 74-75. 



Like many other small towns across the country, Prairie View derived 
much of its identity from its school system. School events and church func- 
tions provided the axis of social life for residents of Prairie View, and provided 
historical ties to the past and the founda- 
tion for the future. Along with the 
churches, the schools were the most 
venerable institutions of the town and 
w'ere inviolate in the minds of the towns- 
people. While Wednesday nights and 
Sundays w'ere devoted to church, much 
of the rest of the w'eek revolved around 
school. The high school football and bas- 
ketball games brought the w'hole town 
together to root for the Prairie View 
Haw'ks. The students w'ho wore the 
Hawks uniform w'ere the pride of the 
community' and w'ere celebrities among 
students, teachers, and adults alike. The 
stands at the home football and basket- 
ball games w'ere filled with townspeople 
cheering for the Hawks, and many 
Prairie View' residents drove the two- 
lane country roads to support the teams at away games as well. The schools 
and children, epitomized in the minds of many Prairie View' people by the 
sports teams, often served as the focal point for their celebration of the pre- 
sent and hopes for the future. Closing the high school and shipping the com- 
munity’s children off to another town would result in a loss that Prairie View 
might never recover from. Emphasizing grammar, therefore, was a way of pre- 
serving a cultural institution and maintaining continuity and stability in a part 
of the country' w'here the vicissitudes of nature and the economy often made 
the survival of families and communities perilous. 




o 

ERiC 



63 



Tales of the Prairie 



47 



Mr. Gomez himself had grown up in a neighboring community, the son of 
Mexican immigrants who had been the cook and ranch hand for a large cattle 
ranch. Throughout his youth and teens he had worked the ranch with his broth- 
ers and sisters. However, unlike most kids he grew up with, he did not aspire to 
ride rodeo or work on a ranch; he went to the nearby regional state university 7 
and after his sophomore year decided to become a teacher. In order to succeed 
academically and get strong recommendations from his college professors when 
applying for teaching jobs, Mr. Gomez needed to learn standard English. While 
appreciating the beauty and utility of the rural dialect he’d grown up speaking, he 
recognized that it provided limited employment opportunities for adults if they 
should leave Prairie View. As a teacher, Mr. Gomez was often torn between his 
understanding of how the colloquial English of Prairie View residents served 
them well in community affairs and was sufficient for the career goals of his stu- 
dents within Prairie View and similar communities, and his understanding of how 
it provided career barriers if the local dialect remained the only linguistic choice 
available to them. 



[I]n Roadville and Trackton the different way's children 
learned to use language were dependent on the ways in which 
each community 7 structured their families, defined the roles that 
community 7 members could assume, and play 7 ed out their con- 
cepts of childhood that guided child socialization. In addition, 
for each group, the place of religious activities was inextricably 
linked to the valuation of language in determining an individ- 
ual's access to goods, services, and estimations of position and 
power in the community 7 . In communities throughout the world, 
these and other features of the cultural milieu affect the ways in 
which children learn to use language. The place of language in 
the cultural life of each social group is interdependent with the 
habits and values of behaving shared among members of that 
group. 

Shirley Brice Heath, Ways with Words . p. 1 1 . 



Air. Gomez found the grammatical emphasis of his school’s curriculum to 
be problematic. On the one hand, it served his goal of helping students 
develop conventional syntax to supplement their native rural tongue. On the 
other hand, Prairie View’s approach to teaching grammar was so heavily ori- 
ented to isolated drill of the parts of speech that it seemed unproductive in 
actually providing students with linguistic alternatives that they could appro- 
priately use. From his own experiences, Mr. Gomez believed in developing 
multiple dialects to serve different communicative needs, both those that are 
immediately necessary and those that could provide greater opportunities in 
the future. Yet he was frustrated because using the approach taken by his 
grammar book to teach students about the. standard language was ineffective 
and often counterproductive. It did not change his students’ use of language 
in either their speech or writing, and often made them hostile to the subject 
area that he so passionately felt they needed to learn. His colleagues believed 
that the ineffectiveness of grammar instruction could only be solved by 
increasing the amount of time spent on labeling the parts of speech and dia- 
gramming sentences. Air. Gomez felt that this strategy would only further 
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exacerbate the problems he found with traditional approaches to teaching 
grammar. 



[T]n view of the widespread agreement of research studies 
based on many types of students and teachers, the conclusion 
can be stated in strong and unqualified terms: the teaching of 
formal grammar has a negligible or, because it usually displaces 
some instruction and practice in actual composition, even a 
harmful effect on the improvement of writing. 

Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, & Lowell Schoer, Research 
in Written Composition, pp. 37-38. 



lYlr. Gomez sought ways to teach students about language that were tied to 
their interests and also tied to other strands of the curriculum, such as literature, 
writing, and oral speech. After years of frustration in trying to teach grammar 
according to the textbook, he saw an opportunity with his ninth graders to inte- 
grate instruction across the strands of the. curriculum so that students could learn 
to appreciate the vitality and appropriateness of their native dialect and also learn 
functions of language that enabled consonance with more mainstream speakers. 



The study of traditional school grammar (i.e., the definition 
of parts of speech, the parsing of sentences, etc.) has no effect 
on raising the quality of student writing. Every other focus of 
instruction examined in this review is stronger. Taught in certain 
ways, grammar and mechanics instruction has a deleterious 
effect on student writing. In some studies a heavy emphasis on 
mechanics and usage (e.g., marking every error) resulted in sig- 
nificant Josses in overall quality. School boards, administrators, 
and teachers who impose the systematic study of traditional 
school grammar on their students over lengthy periods of time 
in the name of teaching writing do them a gross disservice 
which should not be tolerated by anyone concerned with the 
effective teaching of good writing. We need to learn how to 
teach standard usage and mechanics after careful task analysis 
and with minima] grammar. 

George Hillocks Jr., Research on Written Composition, pp. 248-249. 



From his years of growing up in the area and living in Prairie View, Mr. 
Gomez knew that many of his students were great storytellers. They could come 
to class and tell detailed, funny, and metaphoric tales of encounters with trucu- 
lent cows; or tell fluid, riveting tales about twisters, droughts, and other climatic 
conditions that helped to form the character of the prairie’s inhabitants. What he 
found particularly frustrating was that even with this great narrative ability, they 
found reading stories to be a chore; they seemed to have little sense of the rela- 
tionship between the stories they told so easily and those provided by their 
textbooks. Furthermore, the stories that many of his students told took full 
advantage of the colloquial dialect they spoke, using it for exaggeration, humor, 
and other effects, at times echoing the techniques of the frontier narratives of 
Pecos Bill, Paul Bunyan, and other legendary figures of the American West, as 
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well as the great storytellers of the Native American and Mexican American 
communities. 



I suggest that students must be taught the codes needed to 
participate fully in the mainstream of American life, not by 
being forced to attend to holJow, inane, decontextualized sub- 
skills, but rather within the context of meaningful communica- 
tive endeavors; that they must be allowed the resource of the 
teacher’s expert knowledge, while being helped to acknowledge 
their own “expertness’’ as well; and that even while students are 
assisted in learning the culture of power, they must also be 
helped to learn about the arbitrariness of those codes and about 
the power relationships they represent. 

Lisa Delpit, Other People's Children, p. 45. 



Mr. Gomez thought he could' take advantage of his students’ narrative knowl- 
edge in the classroom by using it as a foundation for their study of language 
usage and for their understanding of literary stories. He decided to develop a 
unit in storytelling that would both establish story scripts for reading literature 
and reveal the appropriateness of different language codes for different commu- 
nicative situations. In A4r. Gomez’s view, the storytelling unit would help create 
equity in classes in which students arrived with a wide variety of knowledge, skill, 
and preparedness. By focusing on storytelling he could provide all students with 
equal opportunities to contribute to the class and have subject-matter expertise. 
Regardless of their other academic performances, all had abundant material to 
draw on for storytelling, and all were well versed in the narrative styles of their 
communities. The unit would also allow them to use their rural dialect in pro- 
ductive, acceptable ways, and help them see the relationship between their own 
narrative techniques and those of published storytellers. Ultimately, Mr. Gomez 
would help them use their stories as a bridge to both story structure and lan- 
guage usage. In addition the unit could provide integration with two other areas 
of the curriculum: He could incorporate it into a literature unit on Greek 
mythology that centered on narratives, and could also relate it to a social studies 
unit on ancient history taught by one of his colleagues at about the same point 
in the semester. 

Mr. Gomez wanted to broaden students understanding of the ways in which 
narratives are created and how they are understood by readers. To do so he 
supplemented the literature anthology’s Greek myths with myths from the three 
primary cultures of his students: Amglo-Western, Mexican, and Native Ameri- 
can. These additional literary works, he felt, would increase student interest in 
the Greek mythology from their anthology and help illuminate aspects of story- 
telling that could help them improve their own writing. Among his goals in con- 
necting students’ personal narratives to Greek mythology was to help relate 
students’ cultural knowledge to literature written in a remote time and place by 
revealing the functions of storytelling regardless of the story’s origins. 




I argue that the narratives of Chicano men and women are 
predominantly critical and ideological. This does not mean that 
they simply represent a given set of doctrines or dogmas. 
Rather, it means that as oppositional ideological forms Chicano 
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narratives signify the imaginary ways in which historical men 
and women live out their lives in a class society, and how the 
values, concepts, and ideas purveyed by the mainstream, hege- 
monic American culture that tie them to their social functions 
seek to prevent them from attaining a true knowledge of society 
as a whole. My study shows how Chicano narratives, individually 
as texts and together as a genre, confront and circumscribe the 
limiting ideologies imposed upon them (and sometimes created 
from within Mexican American culture itself) and how they 
have in complex ways determined the horizons within which 
their history has emerged. 

Ramon Saldivar, Chicano Narrative , p. 6. 



Mr. Gomez decided to start by having students tell their own stories orally. 
He asked for volunteers to tell tales based on their work experiences. Several of 
the class’s more renowned tale spinners gladly took the opportunity to entertain 
their classmates. He encouraged students to enjoy the stories but also cautioned 
them that they should be prepared to discuss what they were about and what 
narrative devices they relied on. 



One of our major concerns was that many of the stories 
[Arapaho] children wrote didn’t seem to “go anywhere ” The 
stories just ambled along with no definite start or finish, no cli- 
maxes or conclusions. I decided to ask Pius Moss [the school 
elder] about these stories, since he is a master Arapaho story- 
teller himself. I learned about a distinctive difference between 
Arapaho stories and stories I was accustomed to hearing, read- 
ing, and telling. Pius Moss explained that Arapaho stories are 
not written down, they’re told in what w'e might call serial form, 
continued night after night. A “good” story is one that lasts 
seven nights. . . . 

When I asked Pius Moss why Arapaho stories never seem 
to have an “ending,” he answered that there is no ending to life, 
and stories are about Arapaho life, so there is no need for a 
conclusion. My colleagues and I talked about what Pius had 
said, and w r e decided that we would encourage our students to 
choose whichever type of story they wished to write: we would 
try to listen and read in appropriate ways. 

Gail Martin, Reclaiming the Classroom , pp. 166-167. 



After several tales w r ere related, Mr. Gomez had the students work in small 
groups to analyze the features of the different narratives they had heard. In the 
follow-up class discussion, some students said that some stories sounded more 
“right” to their ears than others. For instance, Janice, a Native American student, 
had told the following story: 

On our ranch w'e eat wild honey. To find the hive w'e start by finding the 
bees wherever they get their whaler, like at a little pond where the cows 
w'ater. The bees that make honey are real smart. When they leave the 
w'ater to go back to the hive, they go in different directions. You have to 
know r bees in order to follow' them back to the hive. They fly high so you 




Students apply a wide range of strate- 
gies to comprehend, interpret, evalu- 
ate, and appreciate texts. They draw 
on their prior experience, their inter- 
actions with other readers and writ- 
ers, their knowledge of word meaning 
and other texts, their word identifi- 
cation strategies, and their under- 
standing of textual features (e.g, 
sound-letter correspondence, sen- 
tence structure, context, graphics). 
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Students read a wide range of print — 
and nonprint texts to build an under- 
standing of texts, of themselves, and 
of the cultures of the United States *— 
and the world; to acquire new infor- 
mation; to respond to the needs and 
demands of society and the work- 
place; and for personal fulfillment. 
Among these texts are fiction and 
nonfiction, classic and contemporary 
works. 

Students adjust their use of spoken, — 
written, and visual language (e.g., con- 
ventions, style, vocabulary) to com- 
municate effectively with a variety of 
audiences and for different purposes. 




can barely see them, so you have to have good eyesight and see them as 
they cross the sunbeams. Once you spot the bees, you follow them as 
they fly lower and lower to the ground. The lower they get, the closer to 
the hive they are. If you get to the hive and the honey isn’t ready, you 
leave it and come back another time. 

Other kinds of bees are easier to follow. They fly lower, and the ones 
who fly the fastest are carrying water back to a hollow tree where they 
make a honeycomb. They are the ones you follow. You have to smoke 
the hive to get the honeycomb. You do that by building a fire just under- 
neath the hollow and waving the smoke in. These bees are hard to smoke 
out, and you usually get stung when you get the honey. 

Some kinds of bees also get smoked, but don’t fight as hard, in fact 
they want to protect the queen bee so they just take off when you smoke 
them. These are the kinds of bees you use when you grow your own 
honey instead of getting it wild. They’re fun to watch. They use mesquite 
gum and cottonwood mulch and make a ball for their hive. They start 
doing this in the spring. 

Willie, one of the boys in the class, commented that this story just didn’t 
seem like a story to him: “Nothin’ happened,” he said. “She just talked about get- 
ting honey. That ain’t no story, that’s just about bees.” 

Janice said, “What do you mean it’s not a story? I told what happens when 
you get honey. That’s a story.” 

“Yeah,” said Willie, “you told about getting honey, but I mean, there was no 
plot, you know, nothin happened. Story’s got to have some action.” 

“Maybe for you, but not for me,” said Janice. 



Land is people. We have come far from this correlation, but 
return is not impossible. In many Native American languages 
the words “people” and “land” are indistinguishable and insepa- 
rable. . . . These are the kinds of relationships we must never 
forget. Our land is our strength, our people the land, one and 
the same, as it always has been and always will be. Remember- 
ing is all. 

Gear}' Hobson, The Remembered Earth, p. 1 1. 



The class discussed this point further, with some students agreeing with Willie 
that stories needed to have a clear story line and climax, and others feeling that 
stories like Janice’s stood as narratives. The class did not reach consensus on 
story structure, but their discussion raised a number of issues that provided the 
basis for their subsequent reading of Greek myths. Mr. Gomez, for instance, asked 
students why they told stories and students offered a variety of reasons: to enter- 
tain people, to share their experiences with others, to get other people’s attention, 
to give their point of view. He then asked, what do the subject matter and rela- 
tionships of a story tell about the outlook of the storyteller? The students found 
that some students told stories in which they triumphed over some conflict and 
saw the storytellers as being strong, resourceful, boastful, competitive, and as pos- 
sessing other dominant traits. Other stories were about relationships between 
friends and how they developed through some experience, which the students 
felt revealed that the storytellers were caring, friendly, supportive, and otherwise 
nurturing. Some stories had the sort of clear plot and action preferred by Willie; 
others, like Janice’s, did not involve a definite course of action and resolution. 
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You will also find more attention given to the family; la 
familia and all the relationships involved therein are very impor- 
tant in Chicano literature. The relationship with the elders in a 
family provides a valuable learning context for our younger gen- 
eration. The elders are the roots of our cultural ways. . . . The 
voice of the woman writer in these stories should draw special 
attention. Chicano culture is patriarchal in orientation, and as 
more and more Chicanas write they influence not only the con- 
tent of the literature but also the culture itself. If literature is a 
liberating experience, then the voice of the Chicana waiter in 
our culture is one of the most influential in helping to shape and 
change the cultural ways. 

Rudolfo Anaya, foreword to Growing Up Chicono/o, p. 8. 



After the class had discussed the variety of narrative features found in the 
students’ stories, Mr. Gomez assigned a series of myths from the class anthology. 
He asked the students to focus on several issues in their reading and discussion 
of the Greek myths: How are these myths similar to and different from the ones 
told by students? What purposes did these myths serve for the ancient Greeks? 
What are the relationships between people and nature in these myths? How are 
men and women represented, especially in relation to one another? What is the 
story structure? Of what value are ancient Greek myths in the modern world? 
What do myths tell about the belief systems of the people who tell them? 

To consider these questions, students returned to the same groups that they 
had worked in to analyze their narratives. One group consisted of three white 
students, Clint, Cody, and Dawn, and one Native American student, Pam. They 
looked at three Greek myths: King Midas, Phaeton and the chariot of the sun, 
and Daedalus and Icarus. Clint began their discussion of the myths: 

Clint: Well, seems to me these myths are about some pretty stupid folks. 

Dawn: How so? 

Clint: Just look at ’em! Every one of ’em does something stupid and pretty 
near gets killed. 

Cody : That one dude did get killed. 

Pam : Icarus or whatever. 

Cody: Yeah, both him and that other dude both tried to fly and lost control. 

Pam: And the king lost control too when he wanted to turn everything to 
gold. 

Dawn: They all got greedy and wanted stuff they couldn't have and ended 
up losing stuff. 

Clint: So 1 guess Greek myths are about greedy folks who end up being 
losers, right? 

Pam: Well, you sorta get like a little moral at the end, like don’t worship 
gold, or don’t disobey what your parents say or nothin’ like that. 

Cody: Yeah, two are about kids who disobey their fathers and fly out of con- 
trol, and one’s about a father who disobeys his daughter and can’t even 
eat no more. And the moral thing says, “Don’t be greedy no more.” 



— Students develop an understanding 
of and respect for diversity in lan- 
guage use, patterns, and dialects 
across cultures, ethnic groups, geo- 
graphic regions, and social roles. 



— Students use spoken, written, and vi- 
sual language to accomplish their 
own purposes (e.g, for learning, en- 
joyment, persuasion, and the ex- 
change of information). 



— Students read a wide range of litera- 
ture from many periods in many gen- 
res to build an understanding of the 
many dimensions (e.g, philosophical, 
ethical, aesthetic) of human experi- 
ence. 
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Students apply knowledge of Ian- — 
guage structure, language conven- 
tions (e.g, spelling and punctuation), 
media techniques, figurative lan- 
guage, and genre to create, critique, 
and discuss print and nonprint texts. 



Students develop an understanding — 
of and respect for diversity in lan- 
guage use, patterns, and dialects 
across cultures, ethnic groups, geo- 
graphic regions, and social roles. 

Students adjust their use of spoken, — 1 
written, and visual language (e.g, con- 
ventions, style, vocabulary) to com- 
municate effectively with a variety of 
audiences and for different purposes. 
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Dawn: Air. Gomez says were supposed to compare these Greek myths to 
our own stories. 

Clint: Well these are sure different from Cody’s story. He was greedy, all 
right, but he didn’t get no moralizin’ about it. 

Pam: That’s cause he lied. He ain’t half as much a hero as he made himself 
out to be in that story. 

Cody: Bull! I don’t need to tell no lies. I brung them calfs in before the 

twister hit and wasn’t no greed about it. If I hadn’t done it, they’d of died. 
Least you could tell what my story was about, unlike that story about 
bees, which wasn’t even a story at all but just about how to find honey. 

Pam : Sounded like a story to me. What was wrong with it? 

Cody: Didn’t have no ending, and nothin’ happened anyhow, just how to get 
honey, I mean, what kind of story is that? 

Pam: Sounded like a story to me. 

The students had difficulty resolving their differences about whether Janice’s 
description of bees constituted a story or not, and about what a narrative entails. 
Their effort to consider the Greek myths in terms of their own narratives raised 
many of the same issues they’d discussed when analyzing the features of student 
stories. 



[Tjhe primary assumptions tribespeople make can be seen 
as static only in that these people acknowledge the essential 
harmony of all things and see all things as being of equal value 
in the scheme of things, denying the opposition, dualism, and 
isolation (separateness) that characterize non-Indian thought. . . . 
[Tjhe non-Christian tribal person assumes a place in creation 
that is dynamic, creative, and responsive. Further, tribal people 
allow all animals, vegetables, and minerals (the entire biota, in 
short) the same or even greater privileges. . . . Another differ- 
ence between these two ways of perceiving reality lies in the 
tendency of the American Indian to view space as spherical and 
time as cyclical, whereas the non-Indian tends to view space as 
linear and time as sequential. The circular concept requires all 
“points” that make up the sphere of being to have a significant 
identity and function, while the linear model assumes that some 
“points” are more significant than others. . . . Because of the 
basic assumption of the wholeness or unity of the universe, our 
natural and necessary relationship to all life is evident; all phe- 
nomena we witness within or “outside” ourselves are, like us, 
intelligent manifestations of the intelligent universe from which 
they arise, as do all things of earth and the cosmos beyond. 

Paula Gunn Allen, Studies in American Indian Literature, pp. 5-9. 



In addition to helping students consider the different structures narration can 
take, the analysis of narratives also turned to language usage. The class discus- 
sions and small-group conversations engaged students in an examination of the 
appropriateness of particular language structures in different situations. During 
one class discussion Mr. Gomez asked students if one style of speech, such as 
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the ungrammatical language that was characteristic of frontier myths, would be 
appropriate for telling a Greek myth. This question led to a consideration of the 
sufficiency of any single dialect for all social situations: 



Patsy: I talk more proper in school than I do at home, but not much. 

Vince: Mostly around town I talk the same; don’t matter if I’m at home or in 
the bam or at the barbershop, folks around here talk the same mostly. 

Dolly: Yeah, don’t matter to you ’cause you don’t never go nowhere else. If I 
go to the city I don’t want to sound country, so I got to leam to talk 
more proper. 

Alan: Yeah, but if some city boy come out here and tried to sell my dad 
some feed by talkin’ all proper, he’d never sell a grain cause my dad 
don’t trust people who talk like that. 

Reba: That’s right, we got our own way of talkin’ proper down here, and 
that’s the w'ay I talk 

Mr. Gomez: Have you ever w'ondered what would happen if you grew up 
and could only talk country? 

Reba: That’s w'hat I am, so that’s the w'ay I talk thank you very much. 

Vince: But if you ever change your mind and w'ant to, you know, go to col- 
lege or go w'ork in an office in the city, you can’t go round sayin’, “I’m 
fixin’ t’ merge wTth your company, ain’t nothin’ t’ argue with.” You gotta 
know' how to speak their language. 

Clint: But country w'orks for country folk Can you imagine tunin’ in to the 
country' and western station and listening to songs in proper English? 
Nobody’d buy them. Country' singers gotta sing in the country w'ay of 
talkin’. 

Air. Gomez: Clint, you’ve got an interesting point there. How about if you 
bring in some of your music and w'e’ll try to rewrite the lyrics in proper 
English, and see how it sounds? 



— Students conduct research on issues 
and interests by generating ideas 
and questions, and by posing prob- 
lems. They gather, evaluate, and syn- 
thesize data from a variety of sources 
(e.g, print and nonprint texts, artifacts, 
people) to communicate their dis- 
coveries in ways that suit their pur- 
pose and audience. 



The next day Clint and other students brought in cassettes of country' and 
western performers and played songs in w'hich the singers routinely violated the 
rules of their grammar textbook Students then w'orked to rewrite the songs in 
proper English to see how' they w r ould w'ork as country' and w'estem songs. Some 
students brought in guitars and actually performed the revised lyrics to satiric 
effect. They agreed that the performers could not make a living singing country' 
and western music that used standard English; it just didn’t sound country'. 

Follow'ing this practice in translating lyrics from one dialect to another, Mr. 
Gomez asked students to retell a myth from one culture in the style of another. 
To do so they needed to understand the syntax, vocabulary, narrative structure, 
people/nature relationships, male/female roles, and other traits of both mythic 
traditions they considered. Mr. Gomez encouraged students to w'ork in small 
groups to discuss possibilities, and eventually some of the students w'orked in 
pairs to collaborate on their myths. Students needed to make decisions about 
w'hich traditions and w'hich specific myths to focus on and needed to conduct a 
final, detailed study of the traditions they w'ere w'orking with. Some students 
decided to tell a Greek myth using the tradition of the American West: 
Prometheus became Pecosius, hogtying the vulture w'ho came to eat his liver 
and putting him to the test of fire. Other students turned the tables in other 
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directions, taking Western stories and retelling them in standard diction using 
other narrative structures and value systems. Cody and Clint collaborated to 
rewrite the story of Daedalus and Icarus as a tale of the West: 

The Myth of Deadwood and Ickypuss 

Well folks, let me tell ya’ll about a couple of good old boys named Dead- 
wood and Ickypuss. Deadwood was Ickypuss s daddy. They’d been cap- 
tured by some bad dudes and was put in a shed on an island in the 
middle of a mighty big lake. All they could do was set there and watch 
them birds fly, just wishin they had guns so they could do some shootin’. 

Well, after a while things got mighty borin’, and they wished they 
could hightail it out of there. They finally busted out of the shed but still 
were stuck on that island and couldn’t do nothin’ about it. 

Ickypuss didn’t mind watchin’ the birds fly all day, and amused hisself 
by throwin’ rocks at them. But sittin’ on that island day after day made 
Deadwood more ornerier’n a long-tailed cat in a room full of rockin’ 
chairs, and so he started fixin’ to bust loose. One day Ickypuss actually hit 
one of them birds and killed it, and he brought it to his daddy to show it 
off. Ickypuss said, “If I had me some wings I’d just fly on out of here.” His 
daddy thought real quick n grabbed that bird, plucked off its feathers and 
told Ickypuss to go kill some more. 

When they had more feathers than you could shake a stick at Dead- 
wood melted some wax and made two big of wings and stuck them on his 
arms. They worked real good, so he made another pair and put them. on 
of leky puss’s arms. Those two boys whooped it up, flappin’ around and 
soon they was (lyin’ off into the sky. 

Well of Ickypuss got kinda carried away and started (lyin’ way off 
into the clouds. Next thing you know he was gettin mighty close to the 
sun, and fairly soon his wings started to meltin’ and he started to drop- 
pin’ back to earth. Deadwood saw what was happenin’ and he’d have 
none of it. He swooped on up and flapped his wings so hard the sun 
went out. He then flew down and caught Ickypuss on his back and flew 
backdown to earth, which was mighty cold by that time. But that didn’t 
matter none, Deadwood just called it night and then took himself a well- 
deserved nap. 

Students had the opportunity to read their stories to their classmates and enjoy 
one another’s translations. 

To conclude the storytelling unit, Mr. Gomez asked the students to work in 
small groups to prepare a set of guides to “How to Talk in Prairie View.” Stu- 
dents identified local expressions and provided a pronunciation key, origins, def- 
initions, and examples of usage. When each group was finished, they compiled 
the contributions into a comprehensive guide. JVlr. Gomez then reached an 
agreement with the local weekly newspaper to have the guide published in the 
“School Report” section, with each contributing student’s name listed as co- 
author. 




[T]he community is not ... a structure of institutions capa- 
ble of objective definition and description. Instead, we try to 
understand “community” by seeking to capture members’ expe- 
rience of it. Instead of asking, “what does it look like to us? 

What are its theoretical implications?” we ask, “What does it 
appear to mean to its members?” Rather than describing analyti- 
cally the form of the structure from an external vantage point, 
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we are attempting to penetrate the structure, to look outwards 
from its core. 

Anthony P. Cohen, The Symbolic Construction of Community, pp. 1 9-20. 



Mr. Gomez was able to follow through on this unit in his subsequent instruc- 
tion. The students began to pay attention to the speakers’ diction in the litera- 
ture they read, discussing how a persons speech can indicate the time period he 
or she lives in, the region of the country, the expectations of the people in the 
surrounding society, and other related factors. Their attention to language codes 
then returned to their own speech, and the class considered such questions as: 
What are the characteristics of the speech used by people in Prairie View? With 
whom is it effective and proper to use this speech? What type of people will 
form negative opinions of people who use this speech? What will their impres- 
sions be? Is their opinion important? What are the consequences of learning to 
speak in only one way? What variations on English are available to residents of 
Prairie View, and what is the result of both learning them and not learning 
them? 

Adany students who never intended to leave Prairie View were, like Reba, 
adamant about the quality of their own speech and resentful of people who put 
on airs about how properly they spoke. Others felt they needed to learn to 
speak in more than one dialect in order to be successful in society. In general, 
the discussion about language propriety provided a context for the inevitable 
preparation for the standardized state language exam, which Mr. Ciomez was 
required to devote class time to each spring. 

Overall Eddie Gomez was happy with the unit on storytelling. He had 
brought issues of language usage to students’ attention without subjecting them 
to what he felt was the oppressive and ineffective methodology of the grammar 
textbook. Although they had not practiced the kinds of grammar problems 
found on the state-mandated standardized tests, they had used language in ways 
that addressed their communication needs and considered the economic conse- 
quences of following different speech conventions. 

He was also pleased that he had been able to connect his own students’ cul- 
tural knowledge of storytelling with the required unit on mythology from the lit- 
erature anthology. Students had responded with greater interest than they had in 
the past when he had approached Greek myths as a separate, remote genre. By 
helping students to see the mythology of their own prairie culture, he was able 
to help them see some purpose in the myths of ancient times. 



Students apply knowledge of lan- 
guage structure, language conven- 
tions (e.g, spelling and punctuation), 
media techniques, figurative lan- 
guage, and genre to create, critique, 
and discuss print and nonprint texts. 




Mr. Gomez’s unit on myth and narration enables stu- 
dents to consider their own cultural heritages, and the 
ways in which those heritages are manifested in the sto- 
ries of their communities, as important texts in their school 
experiences. Their experiences with community-based narratives provide the 
basis for their reading of classic myths from a variety of cultures. Critical to their 
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understanding of different narrative conventions is their consideration of appro- 
priate vocabulary, grammar, syntax, diction, and story structure, and their willing- 
ness to accept the validity of narrative approaches different from those they are 
familiar with. Their production of their own myths requires them to consider the 
appropriateness of different conventions, and to engage in an extended process 
of composition to develop finished narratives. The issue of dialect is critical to 
the activity of students in this class, with an understanding of the communicative 
functions of specific sets of conventions crucial to their determination of how to 
speak under different sets of circumstances. Such an understanding is important 
to their ability to participate fruitfully in a variety of literacy communities, and to 
use language to accomplish their own purposes. 
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Publication of Student Writing 
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Chapter Four 

The Color of the 
Curriculum 



Fair Oaks was a suburb of a Southeastern city. While not an exclusively 
wealthy community, it was a town whose most modest neighborhoods were 
neat, clean, and comfortably middle class. It was both a commuter town for the 
city in whose radius it rested and an established community in its own right, with 
its own historical society, cultural attractions, and office complexes. Residents of 
the town were mostly white, with about 15% of the townspeople Asian and 
10% African American. Students tended to come from college-educated fami- 
lies and aspire to live the upper-middle-class life of their origins. Typically, 80% 
of each graduating class went on to college and a high percentage of those stu- 
dents earned college degrees. 

Fair Oaks High School was a four-year public school serving about 2,000 
students. There were twenty-two English teachers plus a set of volunteer aides 
(usually parents from the community) who assisted with grading papers, super- 
vising collaborative group work, and other classroom responsibilities. Fifteen of 
the English teachers w'ere w r omen, seven were men, and all were white; accord- 
ing to the district personnel director, few minority candidates had ever applied 
for positions at Fair Oaks High School. The average level of seniority for the 
English department was seventeen years of service. Although some teachers 
came in with experience from other districts, teachers tended to stay at Fair 
Oaks once they were hired because of the high salaries, benefits, and favorable 
teaching conditions. Eighteen of the twenty- two English teachers had master’s 
degrees, two held doctorates, and two were relatively recent hires in their twen- 
ties who had begun working on their master s degrees since joining the faculty. 

Classes w'ere tracked according to students’ perceived ability and perfor- 
mance based on standardized test scores and recommendations from guidance 
counselors and teachers. Parents, however, could request a different placement 
than recommended by the school. There w'ere three tracks: basic, regular, and 
honors. Most students in the top tw r o tracks w r ent on to college. 

The English curriculum reflected the traditional values of the community. 
The department acquired an anthology series from a commercial publisher and 
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built their curricular scope and sequence chart around the textbook’s organiza- 
tion. Supplementary literature came from the familiar canon: The Catcher in the 
Rye, A Separate Peace, and Ordinary? People in the sophomore year; The Scar- 
let Letter ; Huckleberry Finn, and similar classics for juniors; Beowulf, Hamlet, 
Pride and Prejudice, and other standards of British literature for seniors prepar- 
ing for college. Grammar instruction was featured during all four years of high 
school, with the focus on instruction derived from the grammar and composi- 
tion textbook the district required. This textbook served as the source of much 
writing instruction as well, with the freshman year devoted to learning the basics 
of sentences and paragraphs, and the five-paragraph theme an emphasis of the 
sophomore through senior years. 

Debbie Green was one of the two newly hired teachers in the English 
department. Like any faculty newcomer, she was given a teaching assignment 
that consisted of courses that remained after her more senior colleagues 
selected the classes they wanted to teach. Honors, AP classes, and the more rig- 
orous senior electives (college composition, humanities, and British literature) 
typically went to the most senior faculty members, often becoming their baili- 
wicks for a decade and more. New faculty often taught several “basic” classes 
and one or two regular-track courses until someone retired. Ms. Green had 
taught the same assignment for all four of her years in the district: two sections 
of basic-track freshmen, one section of basic-track sophomores, and two sec- 
tions of regular-track juniors. This year, a more senior colleague had gotten sick 
just before the beginning of school and Debbie Green had been asked to teach 
her senior year humanities course instead of the basic sophomore course. 

The implied goal of the regular-track curriculum was to prepare students for 
college. As a result, the district administrators and parents expected teachers to 
provide relatively uniform instruction so that they all graduated with similar 
preparation. Teachers were expected to teach the same materials at roughly the 
same pace so that students who entered the sophomore year would all have had 
similar preparation in their freshman years, and so on throughout their four-year 
sequence of high school education. 

Because most students at Fair Oaks High School succeeded in college, the 
faculty members as a whole were satisfied with the fundamental values of the 
curriculum. These values had changed little, and the most senior faculty mem- 
bers took pride in the stability of the school’s traditions and the faculty's wisdom 
in sustaining them. Because the school always achieved an elite position in the 
annual rankings of schools provided by the metropolitan area newspaper, few 
had ever questioned the appropriateness of the school’s mission or processes in 
pursuing it. The curriculum offered a stable canon of literature for students to 
read, one that graduates had said prepared them w r ell for their first-year litera- 
ture courses in college. 

While Ms. Green agreed that the curriculum served many students very well, 
she felt troubled by the exclusive world view r that it offered. In many ways the lit- 
erature reflected the life histories of the primarily white, middle-class student 
body she taught; even the more contemporary young adult literature of the 
sophomore year focused on w r hite, middle-class students, mostly males, from 
suburbs and prep schools. On the one hand this emphasis w r as fine since many 
students seemed to find that the trials of the literary characters they encoun- 
tered informed their owm life experiences. 
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On the other hand, something was amiss. Slightly over half of her students 
were girls, yet relatively little of the literature in the curriculum was written by 
women or featured female protagonists. Furthermore, her minority students 
saw little of themselves in the curriculum. There were few Asian authors in the 
whole 9-12 scope and sequence, and the African American authors were pri- 
marily confined to the “Harlem Renaissance” unit in the junior anthology, a unit 
that a number of teachers either never got to or skipped over in their chrono- 
logical approach to American literature. Ms. Green felt that the monochro- 
matic, single-sex perspective of the literature not only ignored the experiences 
of her women and minority students, it provided the white males in her classes 
with narrow views that did not challenge them to see the world from a different 
perspective. 

As Debbie Green’s discomfort with the established curriculum grew, she 
considered ways to make changes to broaden the perspective it offered. Her 
reading of Alice Walkers The Color Purple in a graduate course provided the 
opportunity she sought She found it to be a remarkable literary achievement, 
one that provided a view of male/female relationships not available in the stan- 
dard curriculum. It also presented a view of the rural South from an African 
American perspective, something most of her students had never been exposed 
to. At the end of the first semester’s first marking period, Ms. Green raised the 
prospect of reading the novel with her students, saying that she had read the 
book, found it interesting, and wondered if they would like to read it A number 
of them expressed an interest and none objected, so Ms. Green decided to try 
to read the book with her seniors in the spring. Doing so, however, required her 
to go through a labyrinth of procedures seemingly designed to thwart efforts to 
change the curriculum. 



[T]he processes of self- reflection and self-definition are 
influenced more when a work challenges the assumptions that 
the reader brings to the text The point is simply that ethnic lit- 
erature offers promising possibilities for novice readers of that 
ethnicity". This point of view does not contradict the claim that 
exposing students to multi-ethnic literature expands students’ 
understanding and perceptions of other groups. (I agree whole- 
heartedly" with this claim.) However, it must be remembered 
that literature curricula of LLS. high schools, on the whole, are 
not multi-ethnic and that African American students in huge 
numbers (as well as other groups . . .) do not fare well in public 
education. Freire (1970) argues correctly" when he say"s that the 
poor and unempowered are empowered through dialogue and 
reflective contemplation about their own experiences, both 
politically", culturally, and personally". Close readings of an ethnic 
group’s literature offer such possibilities. Freire (1970) is right 
to call for a pedagogy" of the oppressed. 

Carol D. Lee, Signifying as a Scaffold for Literary Interpretation, p. 145. 



She began by talking informally with her colleagues. Most were discouraging, 
if not downright opprobrious, when they learned of her plans. Some said that 
the lesbianism in the book should automatically disqualify it from consideration 
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because it would cause an uproar among many members of the community. 
Others wondered why she would want to change a curriculum that was already 
working so well. She also learned that some colleagues had begun referring to 
her as a “politically correct” young zealot who was out to radicalize the curricu- 
lum and indoctrinate the students into her own set of feminist values. Some of 
her colleagues believed she wanted to replace the great classics of yore with 
modem literature of unproven and suspect merit. A few did not disapprove of 
her idea, but said that they would wait and see what happened before offering 
their support. 

Ms. Green went ahead in spite of the opposition and difficulty she would 
create for herself, convinced that the novel was worth teaching. She wrote a 
lengthy proposal to add the novel to the approved list of texts for the junior 
year and submitted it through the sequence of committees that approved of 
changes in the curriculum: the English department advisory board, the school 
curriculum committee, and finally the district board of education. The proposal 
met with qualified and reluctant acceptance at each point Each committee 
required her to appear personally and respond to rigorous questioning about 
her rationale, motives, teaching methods, and objectives. Finally, early in the sec- 
ond semester, Ms. Green was granted permission to include The Color Purple 
among the novels she taught in her senior humanities course. 

She taught the novel in the spring. At about that time she was finishing her 
master s degree course work in an English education program and decided that 
for her thesis she would do a self-study of her teaching of The Color Purple. In 
so doing she hoped to understand the reasons behind the immense resistance 
to including the novel in the curriculum and to illuminate the processes her stu- 
dents went through in reading and responding to it Her master’s degree pro- 
gram included an emphasis on “action” research and put her in touch with a 
metropolitan teacher-research group that maintained a network of teachers in 
the area. Based on her conception of teacher-research from both her graduate 
program and her participation in the network, she envisioned a study that drew 
on three types of data: (1) she would maintain a journal reflecting intensely on 
the progress of the unit, (2) she would engage in oral inquiry by meeting with 
the metropolitan teacher-research group regularly to discuss her experiences 
and those of the other group members, and (3) she would keep detailed obser- 
vations of her own teaching performance and her students’ oral and written 
activity during the unit With the support of her thesis committee and the 
teacher-research group, she proceeded with her research. 



[Tleacher researchers are uniquely positioned to provide a 
truly emic, or insider’s perspective that makes visible the ways 
that students and teachers together construct knowledge and 
curriculum. When teachers do research, they draw on interpre- 
tive frameworks built from their histories and intellectual inter- 
ests, and because the research process is embedded in practice, 
the relationship between knower and known is significantly 
altered. This obviates the need to “translate findings” in the con- 
ventional sense and moves teacher research toward praxis, or 
critical reflection on practice (Lather, 1986). Furthermore, 
because teacher researchers often inquire with their students, 
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students themselves are also empowered as knowers. In this dif- 
ferent epistemology, teacher research, currently marginalized in 
the field, would contribute to a fundamental reconceptualization 
of the notion of knowledge for teaching. Through inquiry, teach- 
ers would play a role in reinventing the conventions of interpre- 
tive social science, just as feminist researchers and critical 
ethnographers have done by making problematic the relation- 
ships of researcher and researched, knowledge and authority, 
and subject and object. 

Marilyn Cochran-Smith & Susan L. Lytle, Inside/Ou tside, p. 43. 



Students apply a wide range of strate 

gies to comprehend, interpret, evalu- 
ate, and appreciate texts. They draw 
on their prior experience, their inter- 
actions with other readers and writ- 
ers, their knowledge of word meaning 
and other texts, their word identifi- 
cation strategies, and their under- 
standing of textual features (e.g, 
sound-letter correspondence, sen- 
tence structure, context, graphics).. 



Ms. Green planned a six-week unit on The Color Purple that would involve 
(1) conventional teaching strategies, such as discussion and essays; (2) uncon- 
ventional teaching strategies, such as artistic interpretation of literary relation- 
ships; and (3) research-oriented teaching strategies, such as questionnaires that 
served both as research tools and as instructional vehicles. She wanted these 
instructional methods to work in concert to enable students to have a rich and 
varied experience with the novel and to allow her to collect multiple sources of 
data for her thesis research. 

Overall, Ms. Green sought to create a classroom environment in which stu- 
dents felt free to talk openly about their responses to literature and their feelings 
about classroom processes. She wanted students to leave class with the authority 
to question what they read and to develop criteria to evaluate why particular 
books are regarded as “better” than others. She saw The Color Purple as an 
introduction for many students to noncanonical literature, particularly literature 
written by women and people of color. She also hoped to open her colleagues 
to curricular possibilities to which they had previously been closed. 

To begin their inquiry, Ms. Green felt that students would benefit from some 
activities to prepare them for both the content of the novel— that is, the issues 
involved in the characters’ relationships— and the form, that being the discourse 
genre employed by Walker in writing a novel situated in the pre-World War II 
rural South. The issues were the most controversial problem in teaching the 
novel, yet to Ms. Green they made it an important and compelling novel to read 
and study. Prior to their reading, she asked students to bring to class newspaper 
and magazine clippings that described the issues facing modem society. Stu- 
dents brought articles that reported controversy over sexual identity, incest, 
domestic violence, racism, gender roles, abuse, and other topics that affected 
their lives. Ms. Green opened the discussion by asking students to share with 
the class the content and perspective of these articles. Amy began by volunteer- 
ing to read an article on domestic violence from a national news magazine that 
reported that high percentages of American households experience child and 
spousal abuse. When she was finished, the students discussed the article and 
their response to the issue; 

Amy: I brought this article in because I know people right here at this school 
who have been abused by their fathers or step-fathers. On the outside 
you’d never know what’s going on because sometimes the families are 
pretty well off, you know, pillars of the community and all that stuff. 
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Fred: Now wait a minute. I just saw a Geraldo show on domestic abuse and 
some guy on the show said that some of the stuff that gets counted as 
domestic abuse is not beating or rape, but stuff like “verbal abuse,” which 
is yelling. Now who can tell me the difference between yelling and ver- 
bal abuse? 

Carle ton: Right. I mean, my mom yells at my dad sometimes. Is that verbal 
abuse? Or just when a guy does it to a woman? How about if I yell at 
my brother, which I do all the time? Does that count? 

Tammy: Well, that’s hard to say. Some of the yelling that goes on is pretty 
violent. Haven’t you ever watched Oprah? They have people on all the 
time who get yelled at, and when you see the guys they look pretty scary. 

Carleton: Well sure, but how do you tell the difference? 

Melody: Look, if that was the only problem then there’d be no problem. But 
the truth is that, if anything, domestic abuse is underreported [ not exag- 
gerated, because women are afraid to report it. And I didn’t see that on 
Geraldo or Hard Copy I read it in a magazine. 



The class then launched into a discussion of how domestic violence is defined 
and what its causes and consequences are. This discussion took the rest of the 
period. Ms. Green realized 
that she could probably 
spend much more time on 
the issue and then spend a 
few days on the other arti- 
cles brought in by students, 
but needed to focus their 
attention on the relationship 
between current affairs and 
The Color Purple if the stu- 
dents were to read a broad 
range of literature during 
the semester. She therefore 
told the students that 
domestic violence, as well as' 
many of the other issues 
raised in the articles they’d 
brought in,' was among the 
central conflicts in The 
Color Purple, and that 
they’d have plenty of oppor- 
tunities to revisit it in both 

class discussion and in their writing. By having students begin the unit by identi- 
fying the areas of modem life that most affected them, Ms. Green was able to 
help them approach the novel as a narrative that worked in terms of their own 
concerns about the world. 

In addition to introducing the novel in terms of the issues it raised, Ms. Green 
felt that the students needed to understand something about the formal features 
of African American discourse, which few of them spoke at home and which was 
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frowned upon and corrected by many teachers throughout the school. Ms. 

Green knew that an understanding of the distinct features of African American 
discourse genres would be important for students to appreciate the literary merit 
of The Color Purple, which was often dismissed by critics of multicultural educa- 
tion as relying on “bad” English, thus making it an inferior work of literature that 
was only granted inclusion in the canon by some curricular affirmative action. 

She decided to start by introducing students to the art of “signifying” (aka “disin’ ” 
or “playing the dozens”), the African American discourse practice consisting of 
escalating verbal insults that employ a range of ironic and metaphoric devices. 
Through her reading of The Color Purple and attendant literary criticism in her 
graduate course, she was aware that Alice Walker employed signifying in the 
development of power relationships among the characters, a critical dimension of 
human relations when considering domestic violence. 



[Signifying is] indirection, circumlocution; metaphorical- 
imagistic (but images rooted in the everyday, real world); 
humorous, ironic; rhythmic fluency and sound; teachy but not 
preachy; directed at person or persons usually present in the sit- 
uational context (siggers do not talk behind yo back); punning, 
play on words; introduction of the semantically or logically 
unexpected. 

Geneva Smitherman, Talkin ’ and Testify in \ p. 121. 



Ms. Green began by showing several film clips from African American per- 
formers such as Sinbad, Eddie Murphy, and others who signify throughout their 
routines. In doing so she provided the students with familiar examples of the 
devices employed by Walker in The Color Purple to establish the relationships 
among characters. Students watched the film segments and then worked in small 
groups to identify the characteristics of the discourse practice. Following their 
group work they listed as a class the traits of signifying they had identified: use of 
irony and other figurative language, reliance on insults often aimed at one’s 
mother, intelligence, or other area of personal importance, and use of nonstan- 
dard English for emphasis or humor. 

Following this introduction to the conventions of signifying, Ms. Green 
decided to present students wdth an Adrican American children’s story as a way 
to introduce them to the manner in which signifying can work in literature. She 
read to the class Flossie and the Fox by Patricia C. McKissack a children’s book 
that she’d read often to her own young child. The story is set in rural Tennessee, 
and the main character, a young African Aunerican girl named Flossie, is asked 
by her mother to deliver a basket of eggs to her neighbor, whose henhouse has 
been ravaged by a sly fox. Flossie has never seen a fox before, so she must be 
wary of any animal who might be the creature in question. Shortly after getting 
under way, Flossie is followed by an animal w r ho claims to be a fox He tries to 
outwit her into giving him the eggs, but Flossie plays on his vanity by signifying 
on him at every turn, finally tricking him into following her too close to her 
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neighbor’s dogs, who voraciously chase him as Flossie skips off to deliver the 
eggs to her neighbor. The story illustrates, in accessible form, the features of sig- 
nifying used by the African American comedians they had studied, and by 
Walker in The Color Purple. 

Following her reading of Flossie and the Fox , Ms. Green asked students to 
identify the instances of signifying in the story, with an emphasis on examining 
the ironic and metaphoric quality of the language and their contributions to the 
quality of Flossie’s insults. Students pointed to several examples of signifying in 
the story: 



Jerri: The fox kept on trying to convince her she was a fox, and she kept 
ignoring him, or whatever. Like, at the beginning he said he was a fox 
and that she ought to be afraid of him, and she said, “Well, whatever you 
are, you sho’ think a heap of yo self.” 

Stacey: Yeah, she knows he’s the fox, even though it doesn’t say, but she 
keeps putting him down by saying he’s a rabbit or something. At the 
end the picture shows her smiling, and the book says she knows he’s a 
fox. 

Ms. Green: Right. And that’s the irony, Flossie saying one thing but believing 
another. 

Rikki: I still have trouble with this irony stuff. 

Ms, Green: Well, stick with it and you’ll see. Remember that sarcasm is a 
form of irony, like saying, “Nice dress” if you really think it’s ugly. Usually 
literature is a bit more subtle than that, though, and that’s probably why 
you’re having trouble. Now, does anyone else have anything to point out 
about Flossie and the Fox? 

Ryan: I liked the part when she felt his fur and said, “Ummm. Feels like rab- 
bit fur to me . . . Shucks! You aine no fox. You a rabbit, all the time try- 
ing to fool me.” Now that’s an insult. 

Aspen: Yeah, and the part where he says he’s got a long nose so he must be 
a fox, and she calls him a rat. Read that part again. 

Ms. Green: [reads] “Don’t prove a thing to me.” Flossie picked some wild 
flowers. “Come to think of it,” she said matter-of-fact like, “rats got long 
pointed noses.” She snapped her fingers. “That’s it! You a rat trying to 
pass yo’self off as a fox.” 

That near ’bout took Fox’s breath away. “I beg your pardon,” he gasped. 
‘You can beg all you wanna,” Flossie say skipping on down the road, 
“That still don’t make you no fox.” 

Vanessa : She keeps comparing the fox to little animals like rats and rabbits, 
so she keeps putting him down. 

Ms. Green: How about the language? How does her diction contribute to 
her insults? 

Jake: Well, at least to me it seems more, uh, I don’t know, emphatic? Is that 
the right word? Like there was a part where she compared him to a cat 
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and said something like, “All due respect, Miz Cat, but both y’all got 
sharp claws and yellow eyes. So . . . that don’t prove nothing, ’cep’n both 
y’all be cats.” Like, if she said, “With all respect, Miss Cat, both of you 
have sharp claws and yellow eyes. So that doesn’t prove anything except 
that both of you are cats.” That’d be, I don’t know, too proper or some- 
thing to make a good insult 

The class then discussed the ways in which her verbal superiority enabled 
Flossie to triumph over the fox, who was more imposing physically and who 
regarded himself as the craftier of the two. Peggy pointed out that Flossie’s 
mother cautioned her about the powerful fox at the beginning of the story, yet 
Flossie’s insults weakened his power and put him on the defensive, finally luring 
him close to the hounds who chased him off into the woods as Flossie skipped 
off to her neighbor’s. Ms. Green noted how the story reminded her of other sto- 
ries about characters who lack power and must outwit those who try to keep 
them down. She suggested that the students think about the purpose of signify- 
ing in social relations as they read the interactions among characters in The 
Color Purple. 

Once they began reading the novel, Ms. Green planned to use discussion as 
the primary means of exploring the story’s meaning. She wanted to use both 
small-group discussion, which would give everyone a chance to participate and 
allow students to explore sensitive topics without fear of saying “the wrong 
thing” for the whole class to judge; and teacher-led class discussions, with the 
students and Ms. Green moving their chairs to form a circle. Discussion topics 
would be stimulated by either students’ questions and comments about the 
story, or by their thoughts in response to questions Ms. Green would ask them 
to write about in journals. 

Journals played a special role in the unit on The Color Purple. Ms. Green 
always encouraged students to keep journals which they could turn in for extra 
consideration for their class participation grades; she usually didn’t require 
them because some students seemed to get little benefit from keeping them, 
just going through the motions in order to fulfill the journal assignment, and 
some were downright hostile to them. For this unit, however, she asked each 
student to keep a journal. The journal entries served three purposes: to enable 
students to reflect on their reading, to stimulate class discussions, and to pro- 
vide data for Ms. Green’s thesis research. Students were encouraged to write in 
their journals outside class and were also provided with specific prompts for in- 
class entries. 

For the in-class journal prompts, Ms. Green w'anted students to consider the 
broader social context that framed their reading of The Color Purple. Through 
her thesis she hoped to understand students’ attitudes and the way those atti- 
tudes affected their reading; she also wanted to see how their reading and their 
discussion affected their attitudes. She therefore developed journal prompts that 
asked students to reflect on their attitudes. Early in the unit, for instance, she 
posed the question: “Consider literature, film, and television, and the roles typi- 
cally performed by African American characters. What images are provided to 
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represent African Americans in society?” This question provided a mosaic of 
student views. Chau-Jih, a Chinese American boy, wrote: 

Mostly on TV I see black people who are poor and live in cities. In movies 
they are either army sergeants or drug addicts. Black women are mostly 
mothers on welfare. On the news they mostly interview black people when 
their apartments bum down or when gang members shoot their children. 1 
guess from this I’d conclude that black people in America are mostly poor 
and violent, or are in the military, even though I don’t think that’s true. 

Jamie, a white girl, wrote: 

I don’t know many black people well, even the ones in my classes. I think 
they’re good at sports. Blacks who are rap singers seem to hate women. 

Some are doctors like Bill Cosby. I guess they’re the same as everybody, 
but I don’t really know. 

Terrance, a black male, wrote: 

All you see on TV is black drug addicts and gang members. It really 
makes me sick White people own all the TV stations, so what do you 
expect? I get stopped by the cops all the time just for walking down the 
street. They all think I’ve got crack in my pockets because I’m black You 
never see normal everyday black people on TV or movies, they’re either 
welfare mothers or gang members or basketball players. According to TV 
all black people walk around saying Yo man” and listening to rap music. 

Did you ever read that cartoon “Doonesbury”? Every black person in it 
starts every sentence by saying ‘Yo.” You never see people like my par- 
ents. My dad’s an insurance adjuster and my mom’s a math teacher and 
they have a house in the suburbs. They never say Yo” and they never 
watch TV because they hate the way black people are portrayed. 

The students used these journal entries to initiate a class discussion on the 
question that was somewhat tense. Many white students felt uncomfortable shar- 
ing their stereotyped views of blacks with their African American classmates, 
who responded angrily to the first few images that were described. Ms. Green 
herself was uncomfortable with the discussion. “What am I getting myself into?” 
she wondered. The resistance from her colleagues was difficult enough to han- 
dle; now she faced the prospect of creating new tensions within her classroom. 

The discussion, however, opened the floor to students who rarely had spo- 
ken during previous discussions that year, and Ms. Green felt encouraged by 
this new perspective on social issues. She continued to use journal prompts to 
get students thinking about images of racial groups, and found that over the 
course of the unit students lost faith in the racial images offered by the media. 
As data came in for her thesis research, she would turn around and share it 
with the students, who in turn would want to make it the topic of class discus- 
sions and of subsequent journal entries. When Ms. Green analyzed the journal 
entries and found, for instance, that students typically used words such as 
“poor,” “violent,” “drug addicts,” “urban,” “gang members,” and other such nega- 
tive terms to describe images of African Americans found in the media, they 
discussed why these images persisted and how they affected non-black people’s 
beliefs about, and behavior towards, African Americans. The discussions were 
often unsettling to both Ms. Green and the students, but she felt that the 
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students approached them with more conviction than they usually took toward 
topics in school. 

For her thesis research Ms. Green also wanted to see how students felt 
about gender roles. At one point she prompted journal writing with the ques- 
tion: “Consider literature, film, and television, and the roles typically performed 
by women characters. What images are provided to represent women in soci- 
ety?” David wrote: 

Well, women play women. You know, they’re wives and stuff. Sometimes 
there’s a character like Murphy Brown, but mostly they’re weak, like when 
they always trip and fall when they’re chased in movies and the guy picks 
them up. TV and movies are pretty much like real life, where men run 
things. So I don’t think girls ought to complain that the images are unfair. 

Heather wrote: 

Men get all the strong parts. They’re always the doctors, the business 
executives, the presidents. Have you ever seen a movie where the presi- 
dent of a company is a woman? Even when women play important parts, 
they’re not very appealing. The only women you see in movies who are 
nice are the ones who go along with what men say. A lot of movies hardly 
have any women in them at all, or only have women so the men can have 
girlfriends. 

Darlene wrote: 

In books written by men, women are always manipulative and antagonistic, 
trying to make life difficult for men who are always strong and heroic. If 
they’re not manipulative, the women are really weak victims. In either case 
the roles are pretty unappealing. But in literature written by women, the 
women are often victims of oppression, either by men or by society or 
both, and are usually able to break the oppression. Women write about 
women who are strong characters. Women writers often show men as 
narrow-minded and/or violent oppressors. Novels we read in school are 
always written by men, and men are usually symbols of power and women 
are symbols of obedience. Men are usually the topics of books and 
women are only written about when they’re part of a man’s life. In litera- 
ture, women’s feelings and thoughts are not considered and are never 
written about. School literature is written from a male’s perspective. 

These journal entries, and those of the other members of the class, sparked a 
lively discussion of both the images of women found in popular culture, and the 
images of women sanctioned by the school curriculum. Boys and girls in the 
class tended to have different views on the representation of women in Ameri- 
can culture. In the discussion, Travis pointed out that women in Arab countries 
have it much worse, so American women shouldn’t complain about their status. 
This remark prompted much anger among the girls, many of whom spoke 
sharply to his comments and asserted that the existence of worse conditions 
didn’t justify bad ones. Jason said that he’d never noticed that women are stereo- 
typed in TV, movies, and books; that they seemed to show life as it really is. 

Sally replied by saying that if the media continue to show the same images, then 
no one could imagine how things could be different; that the images of women 
and of African Americans created expectations in people’s minds, making it dif- 
ficult for them to see things other ways. Bart wondered why the girls were so 
bothered by the sex of the person who wrote a book; what matters, he said, is 
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whether it’s good or not Ellen replied that plenty of women were good writers 
but weren’t in the curriculum; if more women wrote the books they read in 
school, then maybe she d feel that the curriculum was fair in the way it depicted 
the genders. Who, she wondered, picks the books that get read in schools? If so 
many teachers are women, why do they keep choosing books that keep women 
in their place? And why is it, she wondered, that teachers are mostly women but 
administrators are all men? Phil complained that with all these feminists around, 
“It’s going to be a lot harder to find a wife to stay home these days than it used 
to be,” a remark that drew a vociferous response from the girls in the class. 
Hunter said that girls weren’t the only ones whose roles were defined by society: 
“I’m not supposed to cry, or wear pink, or care about people. When things go 
wrong Im supposed to act strong and show no signs of weakness. Sometimes I 
wish I could act more naturally, but I have to act like a man all the time.” Some 
boys rolled their eyes at his comments, but the discussion broadened to recog- 
nize the restrictions that social roles placed on all people. 

The journal writing and discussion that the students engaged in provided 
them with a broad social context for their response to the characters in The 
Color Purple and for Ms. Green to monitor their attitudes on social issues for 
her thesis research. She collected the journals and analyzed them for key words, 
finding, for instance, that the terms students used to characterize women were 
“passive,” “submissive,” “controlled,” “victims,” “powerless,” “quiet,” “feminine,” 
“housewives,” “on the phone,” “insignificant,” and other such weak descriptors; 
while students characterized men as being “powerful,” “responsible,” “dominat- 
ing,” “protective towards women,” “prominent,” “aggressive,” “decisive,” “action- 
takers,” “heroic,” and other terms of command. After her analysis she brought 
her findings back to the students, who discussed these impressions further. She 
continued to analyze students’ journals to see their perceptions of gender 
images throughout the unit, and found that although many boys were steadfast 
in their views of gender relations, the class as a whole began to characterize girls 
with more positive terms. 

Ms. Green developed a set of more formal assignments for the students as 
well, both conventional and unconventional. The primary conventional assign- 
ment was an analytic essay that students produced over a two-week period, 
including small peer-response groups and individual conferences with Ms. 

Green. The essay allowed students to produce the sort of exposition about the 
novel that her colleagues required through five-paragraph themes, although Ms. 
Green structured their writing so that they were more concerned with the con- 
tent of their writing than with the number of sentences and paragraphs they pro- 
duced. 

To help students find topics, Ms. Green turned to their journals. She found 
that many students found the topics raised in the novel to be alarming and 
intriguing, and related to the issues that they had originally brought to class in 
response to her request for news stories that interested them. Students found 
that the characters’ drug use, experiences with incest, involvement in domestic 
violence, attitudes towards religion, racial oppression, and other experiences 
caused them to reflect on their own developing values and principles. Ms. 

Green’s interest in transactional theories of literary response led her to encour- 
age students to write about the novel’s social issues and the ways in which they 
constructed a meaning for them. She hoped to have the topics emerge from the 
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ideas they developed in their journals, and so encouraged students to consult 
their reflective writing to identify a topic that they would want to pursue in an 
essay. Students, she found, took different stances toward the novel in their writ- 
ing. Some students were detached in their writing, standing back from the action 
and trying to evaluate it dispassionately. Others were more involved, at times 
talking about the characters as though they were real people, at times projecting 
themselves into the characters’ situations. Either stance lent itself well to formal 
writing. 

She modeled for the students what she might write about herself. She found 
that the novel’s treatment of religion created a lot of ambivalence for her. Reli- 
gious faith is central to the development of the characters in The Color Purple, 
as it was to Ms. Green herself. Her own religion included a strong missionary 
spirit that was widely practiced in her church. In the novel, however, white mis- 
sionaries go to Africa to teach the Olinka tribe about Christianity, and Ms. 

Green felt uncomfortable about the way in which Walker portrays their efforts 
as predatory; even while introducing medicine and education to the tribespeo- 
ple, they simultaneously change their way of life. Ms. Green felt that she would 
like to write about her feelings in response to this part of the novel. Ms. Green 
thought aloud with her students about her interests and how she could create a 
topic from them. She finally found a tentative topic: “What does the novel say 
about the w'ays in w'hich cultures control one another through religion and other 
institutions? To w'hat extent do I agree with Walker’s characterization of religion 
as an instrument of social control?” Through these questions she could explore 
how r Walker treated the issue in the novel, and how r she herself saw r the issue 
more broadly in terms of her own experiences and those of others she knew r . 

She assured the students that with such a topic she w r as not likely to come to a 
definite resolution to the problem she was exploring, and that in their papers 
they could conclude with uncertainty if they genuinely remained ambivalent 
after thinking through the topic. 

Students then got in small groups to discuss possible topics, keeping their 
journals handy to refer to in discussing their interests. For these groups Ms. 
Green allowed students to work with people of their choice so that they could 
discuss issues as frankly as possible. Finding a topic was often the easiest part; 
developing a guiding question was more difficult. Students could say, for 
instance, that they wanted to write about racism, or gender roles, or some other 
theme from the book, yet they w r ere often unclear about how r to formulate a 
question clear enough to guide their writing. To help them, Ms. Green took her 
own research question and turned it into a heuristic that students could adapt to 
their own interests: “What does the novel say about [a general topic area] and fa 
specific thing about it]? To what extent do I agree with Walker’s characterization 
of [this specific topic area]?” The heuristic was helpful in getting students started 
on their questions. Ms. Green scaffolded students’ efforts to develop themes by 
taking the topics of a few r students and helping them develop them into ques- 
tions. Tyrel], for instance, started with “What does the novel say about racial 
oppression?” but needed to pose a more specific question. Ms. Green asked him 
what it was that most concerned him about the racial oppression in the novel. 
Tyrell talked about his general feelings of anger in reading about experiences 
similar to those his ancestors had gone through, and said that many black peo- 
ple feel that not much has changed, Becky, an Anglo-American student, said in 
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response that things might not be great but that a lot of laws have changed, so 
it’s ridiculous to say that things are exactly the same. Tyrell said that things have 
changed, but many laws that have changed are not always followed or enforced; 
why else, he asked, do no black people live in most parts of Fair Oaks? This 
exchange helped Tyrell pose a more specific question: “What does the novel 
say about racial oppression and the ways in which people enforce it? To what 
extent do I agree with Walker’s characterization of racial oppression, and is 
oppression still practiced the same way in today’s world?” 

Ms. Green helped other students develop their interests into questions to 
guide their writing, and then had the class return to their small groups to con- 
tinue developing questions for all the students in the class. She circulated 
around the room to help students who were stuck or otherwise needed help. 
When students had questions fully articulated, they could begin writing. Ms. 
Green encouraged them to use the ideas they’d already developed in their jour- 
nals to provide the substance of their papers. They could not simply patch 
together statements from different parts of their journals, but should use those 
statements as the basis for a new consideration of the problem they’d identified. 
Students worked on the papers in class and had several days outside class to 
continue their work 

They then brought drafts in and worked in peer-response groups to receive 
feedback on their progress. Ms. Green helped to direct their response by pro- 
viding some guidelines for students to attend to: Does the writer relate all of the 
various points addressed to the question that frames the inquiry? Does the 
writer make specific references to the action of the novel in supporting points 
made? In making a personal judgment about the works relevance, does the 
writer go off into deep space, or relate the personal view clearly to the novel and 
related social issues? Is the writer’s language use sufficiently appropriate to com- 
municating effectively with the desired audience? 

Students responded to one another’s papers and discussed other aspects of 
their writing they found important. They then had several days in which to 
revise their papers and turn them in to Ms. Green. To assess the papers, Ms. 
Green used the same criteria that students used in their small-group response to 
the writing. Carleton developed the following paper from his journal entries: 

THe View of Men in The Color Purple 

In The Color Purple Alice Walker portrays women as being under 
the dominance of men. I didn’t realize it before we started discussing this 
novel, but most women seem to think that men are pretty oppressive 
characters. If The Color Purple is accurate, then men treat women pretty 
badly for the most part. I don’t think all men are the way Alice Walker 
portrays them, but from what I gather a lot of men were, and still are. First 
I’ll look at the men in the novel, and then I’ll talk about the way I see men 
today. 

In The Color Purple Celie was beaten and abused by her father, hus- 
band, and step-children. I really can’t imagine a life like that, but according 
to some of the girls in class that sort of thing actually happens, even today, 
and it happens regardless of what race you are. The idea of a father abus- 
ing his daughter really makes me sick, but I know r just from the newspa- 
pers and TV that it happens. Maybe the problem is that Celie didn’t have 
much of an education and so didn’t know any better. She just seemed to 
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assume that that’s the way things are and that she didn’t have a choice but 
to put up with it In a situation like this, whose fault is it, the man’s or the 
woman’s? Everyone blames the man, and in this book the man was defi- 
nitely a problem. But I think that women like Celie should do something 
to help themselves. 

I think that Celie could have stood up for herself more and learned to 
do something about this problem of men beating her. She acted helpless 
but there had to be something she could do, Like fight back or run away. 

She needed to be stronger and not give in so easy. She needed more con- 
fidence in herself. I just can’t imagine being in her shoes and just taking it 
like that 

The men in the book were really a bunch of losers. I don’t know if 
that’s the way it really was back then. Sometimes the author seemed to go 
too far by making every man totally evil. How did Albert get away with 
being so mean? I think that there’s a lot of male bashing in this world, and 
this novel seems to present more of it. But the book really made a lot of 
the girls in the class mad at men, so maybe men are worse than I thought 
they were. But probably not as totally bad as Alice Walker made them 
seem. 

I have mixed feelings about this book and the way it shows men and 
women. Today’s world is different from the world back then. Women 
have more opportunities now than they did back then because of Affirma- 
tive Action and other laws. Janet Reno even is head of the FBI. Nineties 
Guys are sympathetic, cry at movies, take care of children, and do other 
sensitive things. On the other hand, there are still men who abuse their 
kids, beat their wives, get in fights, start wars, and make other kinds of trou- 
ble. And if someone stays at home with the kids, it’s usually the woman. 

As someone once said, the more things change the more they remain the 
same. 

A^side from this formal and informal writing, Ms. Green also provided oppor- 
tunities for students to produce unconventional interpretations of the novel. 

One class project was a newspaper that reported the events of the story. Stu- 
dents worked alone or collaborated with others to create newspaper articles, 
editorials, cartoons, classified advertisements, and other newspaper items that 
they gathered together for a fictional newspaper about the situations occurring 
in The Color Purple. Preparation for this project came through students’ exami- 
nation of several newspapers to identify the genres of publication they included. 
Students could choose to contribute whatever they felt capable of producing. 
Janelle wrote an editorial against child abuse, which Alicia illustrated with an edi- 
torial cartoon. Kim and Dennis co-authored an expose on Alberts treatment of 
Celie. Hanna wrote a set of personal ads calling for sensitive men seeking long- 
term relationships. DeMario wrote a review of the film version of The Color 
Purple . Other students produced similar pieces that worked together to make a 
four-page newspaper that reported on the novel. 

The class produced their newspaper on the school’s desktop publishing sys- 
tem. They distributed this newspaper in two w r ays. One was as a literary supple- 
ment to the school newspaper, which Ms. Green arranged through her collegial 
relationship with the school’s newspaper advisor. A second means of distribu- 
tion was to prepare an electronic version of the newspaper which they posted as 
a file on the school’s home page listing on the World Wide Web. 
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Another use of the Internet came about through Ms. Green’s connections in 
the teacher-research group she had joined. Through this group Ms. Green 
became friends with an English teacher in an urban high school who was also 
teaching The Color Purple at about the same time, and the two set up an Inter- 
net connection for students who wished to correspond with one another as pen 
pals during their reading of the novel. Students could keep their correspon- 
dence private, or could save their discussion, print it, and turn it in as a supple- 
ment to their journals. 

Ms. Green also required a creative project for students to produce, either 
individually or collaboratively. They could interpret the relationships among 
characters through any medium of their choice. Ms. Green showed students an 
excerpt from Disney s animated feature Fantasia , in which cartoonists interpret 
classical music by creating animated stories. She also showed slides of paintings 
that interpreted historical and Biblical events, played theme songs from movies, 
discussed movies based on novels, and reviewed other instances of ways in 
which the message from one medium could be interpreted through another. 

She devoted class time to allowing students to talk about creative possibilities 
for interpreting The Color Purple , and then told them they had two weeks in 
which to prepare something to share with the class. 

Students ended up producing videotaped dramas, sculptures, paintings, 
dances, songs, soundtracks, hypertext productions, a claymation film, and other 
artistic representations of the characters’ relationships and experiences. Students 
shared their creative projects with the class. They also had the option of video- 
taping their projects and performances and airing them on a special program 
broadcast on the school’s cable television channel. 



— Students use a variety of technologi- 
cal and informational resources (e.g, 
libraries, databases, computer net- 
works, video) to gather and synthe- 
size information and to create and 
communicate knowledge. 



— Students read a wide range of print 
and nonprint texts to build an under- 
standing of texts, of themselves, and 
of the cultures of the United States 
and the world; to acquire new infor- 
mation; to respond to the needs and 
demands of society and the work- 
place; and for personal fulfillment. 
Among these texts are fiction and 
nonfiction, classic and contemporary 
works. 



In my view, if we are to encompass adequately the realm of 
human cognition, it is necessary to include a far wider and more 
universal set of competences than has ordinarily been consid- 
ered. And it is necessary to remain open to the possibility that 
many— if not most— of these competences do not lend them- 
selves to measurement by standard verbal methods, which rely 
heavily on a blend of logical and linguistic abilities. 

Howard Gardner, Frames of Mind , p. x. 



For the most part Ms. Green engaged in the same production as her students. 
As noted, she modeled some of the thinking processes involved in the students’ 
wnting, and when she had the time she produced drafts along with them. She 
maintained a journal of the class’s progress for her thesis research, and wrote in it 
along with the students during in-class journal writing time. When the students 
were producing their creative projects, Ms. Green, who had no background in the 
arts, wrote a poem about Celie that she illustrated with an abstract finger painting 
using materials she borrowed from her own young child. She used the Internet 
connection to discuss her classroom experiences with her urban counterpart, and 
referred to those conversations in her classroom discussions with the students, 
just as she encouraged them to use their pen pals as resources in their discus- 
sions. She further took advantage of the Internet by subscribing to a teacher- 
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Students participate as knowledge 

able, reflective, creative, and critical 
members of a variety of literacy com- 
munities. 



research discussion network, <xtar@listserv.appstate.edu>. Through this network 
she was able to discuss her research with other teacher-researchers as it was 
unfolding, getting insights on both the process of her research and the ways it 
informed her practice. 

For her thesis research Ms. Green asked students to respond to question- 
naires before, during, and after their study of the novel. These questionnaires 
often paralleled the themes of the journal prompts. The initial questionnaire 
asked students to reflect on and evaluate their knowledge of other cultures, of 
multicultural literature, and of female authors, and their regard for the impor- 
tance of these issues in their education and personal lives. The second question- 
naire asked students to consider their response to The Color Purple, their view 
of the classroom discussions, their understanding of multicultural issues, and 
related topics; responses were both evaluative and affective. After the unit the 
students were asked to evaluate its cognitive and affective effects on them, their 
comfort level in reading and discussing multicultural literature, and their beliefs 
about the importance of reading noncanonical literature. These questionnaires 
both provided Ms. Green with data for her thesis and served as the basis for 
classroom discussions. 

Because Ms. Green’s classroom research and data collection instruments 
(e.g., the questionnaires) focused not only on the novel but on the teaching 
process, discussions addressed both the issues in the literature and the ques- 
tions about the canon that Ms. Green found so interesting. While boys tended 
to believe that a book should be chosen for study based strictly on its merit, girls 
and minority students usually felt that more books that represented their per- 
spective needed to be included in the curriculum. Some students felt that more 
women and minorities would be included if they were wTiting better literature; 
such remarks were challenged by others who felt that white males were control- 
ling the selection process rather than producing superior literature. The discus- 
sion of The Color Purple thus went beyond the immediate issues presented by 
the novel and explored the aesthetics of art in general and the politics of curric- 
ular planning. 

Ms. Green’s teaching of the unit, in conjunction w r ith her master’s thesis 
research, enabled her to teach a controversial novel and study its effects on stu- 
dents at the same time. When curious colleagues inquired about the progress of 
the unit she was able to provide up-to-date reports on how students were man- 
aging the material. When a parent called to complain about her feminist agenda, 
or her “politically correct” instruction, or the sexual content of the literature, she 
w'as able to invite the parent in to show the full range of issues covered in their 
discussions and the ways in which students w^ere making sense of the controver- 
sial issues. While some parents were not entirely convinced of the educational 
justification of the unit, they were satisfied enough not to register discontent 
with administrators or board members. 

The unit occurred late in the year, and so provided a limited foundation for 
the students’ subsequent learning in Ms. Green’s class. Nonetheless, themes did 
emerge that informed their reading during the final quarter and the novel they 
read, The Great Gatsby. Why, asked many students, is this thought to be a 
“great” book? Who decided that all high school students ought to read it? Why 
is Daisy so submissive? Why does the curriculum consider a book from the 
Twenties to be “modern” literature? Ms. Green found that their discussion of 
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The Great Gatsby continued the interrogation of curriculum and social issues 
that had begun with The Color Purple. She resolved to seek ways to address 
them earlier in the year in her subsequent teaching 



Standards in Practice 

/ (TTY S Ms. Green’s students, while ordinarily exposed to the 
/ n /v( L_vi\ ) standard works of the conventional curriculum, read and 
V / consider a noncanonical work of literature in order to 

consider the moral and aesthetic issues it raises. To approach 
the work they prepare both through their personal concerns for the modem 
world and through instruction in a literary genre with which most are unfamiliar. 
This literary genre requires them to consider new uses of figurative language 
and language structure and to use this knowledge to inform their response to 
the literary work The students use their own reflective writing as the basis for 
discussion topics, and use their extended consideration of these issues as the 
basis for their written response to the text. In order to accord the novel due 
respect, students need to understand the themes it presents and the structure 
through which it presents them. Both the themes and structure are different 
from most of w r hat the curriculum offers, and, therefore, require students to 
enter a new literacy community in order to understand the novel from the 
inside. Some students take advantage of the Internet to gather and synthesize 
information and to create and communicate knowledge about social issues and 
literary response. Through their participation in the discussions, the teachers 
research activities, and their writing, the students consider the purposes of 
schooling and the moral and aesthetic dimensions of literature. 
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Chapter Five 

Coming to America 



Daphne Watson taught in Lincoln High School, a four-year school of about 
2,000 students. Lincoln High occupied an aging building in the industrial sec- 
tion of a Midwestern city. The sounds of traffic and factory machinery provided 
a steady background for Daphne Watson’s teaching and students’ learning, rat- 
tling through the security bars and chipped window frames that occupied the 
exterior wall of her classroom. Beneath the windows steam radiators hissed and 
clanked throughout the long winters, adding another layer of noise to the 
cacophony. 

The school was a neighborhood comprehensive high school; that is, it was 
not one of the city’s “magnet” schools: it had no special programs to attract stu- 
dents from other parts of the city, but only served the immediate community 
surrounding it. Typically about one-fifth of Lincoln’s graduating class went on to 
college or trade school, mostly to one of the city’s colleges or junior colleges; 
fewer than half of these students ended up earning degrees from four-year col- 
leges. Many students worked at entry-level, blue-collar jobs after school, and 
often sought full-time work in the neighborhood’s factories or small businesses 
upon graduation. 

The students of Lincoln High were, as many faculty members joked, a 
“United Nations” of races and ethnicities. The racial breakdown was 40% white, 
20% African American, 15% Latino/a, 1 5% Asian American, and 1 0% Native 
American. Among these racial groups there was considerable ethnic diversity. A 
great many students were first, second, or third generation Americans who lived 
in the same neighborhoods as their extended families. The closeness of 
extended families was helped by the homogeneous makeup of the city’s neigh- 
borhoods. The city as a whole tended to be voluntarily segregated, with such 
areas as Chinatown, Little Italy, Greektown, and other ethnic enclaves easily 
identifiable through clusters of restaurants, markets, and other culturally distinct 
businesses. 

Ms. Watson taught in a department of fifteen English teachers. Like most of 
her colleagues on the faculty, she was a white female. Her teaching assignment 
included two sections of basic-track sophomores, one section of drama, and two 
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sections of regular-track juniors. Class size typically ranged from twenty-five to 
thirty students, with no aides or parent volunteers to help with management, 
instruction, or grading papers. In addition to her teaching, Ms. Watson super- 
vised a study hall of eighty students and had one period of hall duty every day. 
After school she served as the director of the school’s plays, which featured one 
performance in each of the school-year’s four marking periods. She was also 
required to chaperon at least one school-sponsored extracurricular event each 
marking period. 

Ms. Watson taught within a clearly prescribed curriculum that was devel- 
oped through the city’s central curriculum office by a group of teachers and 
administrators representing each school in the district. The curriculum tended 
to follow the organization of the commercially produced anthologies and text- 
books that the district purchased. The sophomore curriculum followed the text- 
book’s “genre” format, with each marking period centered on one or two specific 
genres: first short stories, then poems, then drama, and finally novels and nonfic- 
tion prose. The junior curriculum covered American literature chronologically, 
starting with the Puritans, colonial literature, and Native American legends, and 
moving forward through time to the mid-twentieth century. 

A^s. Watson did not particularly like either of these two means of organiza- 
tion, but needed to adhere to them with reasonable faithfulness in order to 
maintain good relations with her administrators and colleagues. According to 
the school administration, if she were to teach literary selections or parts of 
speech out of order, she would make the transition difficult for the students who 
changed their schedules in mid-term. She also needed to make sure to teach 
specific literary works at the agreed-upon point in the curriculum; early in her 
career she had taught Crane’s “The Open Boat,” one of the staples of the junior 
curriculum, to her sophomores and had been disparaged at a department meet- 
ing by a colleague who felt that her own teaching of the story the following year 
had been violated by the students’ prior exposure to the work. 

Her discomfort with the curriculum came from the restrictions it placed on 
her decision making. The genre format of the sophomore curriculum made it 
difficult for her to combine various works into thematic units; and the chrono- 
logical approach of the junior year, while allowing for some thematic grouping, 
mitigated against grouping selections from the anthology across eras. Further- 
more, the junior curriculum started the year with Puritan and colonial texts that 
most students found remote and archaic, thus making her goal of engaging stu- 
dents with literature difficult. 

Beyond the problems of the chronological sequence, Ms. Watson had always 
found the content of the American literature curriculum to be unsatisfying. 
While offering an excellent set of selections from the traditional canon and rein- 
forcing many of the values that were central to the development of mainstream 
American culture, the anthology-based curriculum did not reflect the full range 
of experiences and perspectives that her students brought to class. Her Asian 
students, for instance, included Laotian, Cambodian, Korean, and Chinese immi- 
grants whose contributions to American culture were rarely addressed in the 
traditional canon of American literature, because either the traditional canon 
was well established and difficult to displace or because the ethnic groups’ relo- 
cations were too recent to be represented. She saw similar problems with other 
groups of students who had a difficult time finding a purpose for reading the 
experiences and viewpoints of the Puritans and other early colonists. The cur- 
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riculum worked well for some of her students, but was problematic for many, 
leading Ms. Watson to consider other ways to approach it. 

Unhappy with both her own experiences with the course and those of her 
students, Ms. Watson decided to make some changes in her approach. In 
reflecting on why she had become an English teacher in the first place, she 
thought of the many books she had curled up with since her childhood and the 
ways in which she found them insightful about the human condition. Yet in the 
school curriculum, literature often was presented as an object to study, not as a 
means for students to consider and make sense of their worlds. The problems of 
tbe approach to literature assumed by her curriculum were perhaps epitomized 
by the factual questions that w'ere scripted in her teacher’s manual, questions 
that rarely spoke to her students’ purposes for reading. Daphne Watson 
believed that literature should serve as a stimulus for students to help them 
think about themselves, their own worlds, and the more exotic worlds presented 
by authors. The w'ay the curriculum w r as presented, it seemed to provide little 
for students to respond to in terms of their own personal interests, and did not 
sufficiently engage students to help them think about other perspectives on the 
world. During her previous efforts to teach American literature, she had been 
struck by her students’ inability to see the ways in wbich the colonial experience 
w'as a reflection of their own histories. By making changes, she hoped to enable 
students to see that colonial literature, while written in wbat registered to them 
as antiquated language, contained themes that spoke to the experiences of the 
many and varied American immigrant groups. 

The Puritans, for instance, had left England to escape religious harassment 
and attempted to set up a new community in a new land. Many subsequent 
immigrant groups had similarly been persecuted at home and emigrated to 
escape and begin a new' life. Rebecca, for example, w'as a fourth-generation 
Byelorussian Jew whose grandparents had immigrated to America in 1915 to 
escape the pogroms that w'ere exterminating Jew's throughout Eastern Europe at 
the time. Huong w'as a Cambodian wbo, as a young child, had been crammed 
aboard a crude seacraft by his parents in the hopes that he w'ould escape the 
death squads of Pol Pot that w'ere sweeping across their land. He ended up sail- 
ing across the w'orld and being relocated to this Midwestern city, living with 
extended family members wbo had fled in the same manner. Many of Ms. Wat- 
son’s other students w'ere from families wbo had escaped similar oppression, or 
wbo had left economically destitute circumstances and seen America as a New' 
World in wbich to start afresh. 

In addition, there w'ere two other groups of students at Lincoln High School 
wbo w r ere affected by the European settlement of America: Native Americans 
and African Americans. The Puritan story, while a celebration of the opportuni- 
ties offered to oppressed Europeans by the New' World, w'as view'ed quite differ- 
ently by the Native American students in Ms. Watson’s class, wbo saw' European 
immigration as the beginning of the end of their ancestors’ w'ay of life. The 
African American students saw' the Jamestown settlement as the beginning of 
the plantation society that created new markets for African slaves, and, thus, as 
the impetus for their own tragic history. 

These various perspectives w'ere often refracted by her students’ cultural 
ambivalence. Ms. Watson w'as aware that the history of immigration w r as more 
complex than simple racial or continental divisions could account for. The 
early Spanish, French, Dutch, and English explorers-typically lumped together 
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as Europeans-were not unified, but competed with one another, often in 
armed conflict, for New World resources. Many Native American tribes had 
been at war with one another for centuries, and some forged alliances with 
European traders and their superior weaponry to help win their intraracial bat- 
tles. Some early groups of explorers consisted entirely of men, and, as a conse- 
quence, were more likely to intermarry with indigenous people and develop 
relatively harmonious relationships. The African slave trade was primarily an 
Arab enterprise, and New World settlers copied Arab methods by enslaving 
conquered native people and selling them throughout the Caribbean. Finally, 
Daphne Watson knew that few people had a “pure” heritage, but were mix- 
tures of many cultures. Her understanding of the culturally complex heritages 
of Aanerican citizens led her to seek a more complex way of studying Ameri- 
can literature. 

As she thought about her students in relation to the curriculum, Ms. Wat- 
son began to see possibilities of an approach that would help them see more 
personal meaning in their studies and, consequently, produce more substantial 
academic work She therefore decided to recast the colonial period as a “Com- 
ing to America” unit that focused on the complexity of the colonial period and 
also allowed students to explore their own involvement in the history of Amer- 
ican immigration. She decided that she could help her students meet the dis- 
trict’s writing goals— and help students synthesize their understanding of 
colonial settlement and their own position in American history— by having 
them produce a research project on their families’ and cultural groups’ experi- 
ences with immigration. 



What you teach, teach thoroughly. 

Alfred North Whitehead, The Aims of Education, p. 2. 



The unit she conceived included both an introduction to the unit’s themes 
and a subsequent research project related to those themes. She viewed the 
introductory activity as a means for the whole class to consider the possibility 
that history, including the history of immigration, may be view r ed from many per- 
spectives. For the introduction, Ms. Watson seized on an unexpected opportu- 
nity provided by mass media. The summer before she planned to teach the 
“Coming to America” unit, Disney released its animated version of Pocahontas. 
The film was roundly criticized by conservative commentators as promoting a 
revisionist “politically correct” version of the traditional Pocahontas story, for- 
warding a political agenda that undermined wdiite male institutions and perpetu- 
ated “the politics of guilt.” Ms. Watson became fascinated by the controversy 
surrounding the film and began reading about Pocahontas. Through her 
research she found that there was no authoritative version of the story; even 
John Smith, the primary source of the tale, had told it in different w r ays on differ- 
ent occasions. Subsequently, there w^ere many different versions of the story that 
different people had developed over time in order to represent their owm inter- 
ests. She decided that she could introduce the “Coming to America” theme by 
selecting several versions of the Pocahontas tale and having students study them 
to understand the vision of Aanerica represented by each, and subsequently to 
see that perspectives on history-including immigration— differ depending on the 
values, experiences, and agendas of the historian. 
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She began by asking each student to write down the “true” Pocahontas story 
as he or she understood it. Although some students were fuzzy on the details, 
most had a basic knowledge of the story, at least in terms of Pocahontas saving 
John Smith from death at the hands of Powhatan. Michael, the son of Greek 
immigrants, wrote: 

I didn’t see the Pocahontas movie so I’m not sure I know the whole story. 

I think Pocahontas was an Indian who lived with her tribe, the Powhatans. 

Her father was the chief. 1 think his name was Powhatan too. They lived in 
either Masachusets or Virginia, I forget which one. John Smith was sent by 
the king of England to go to America to find gold and furs. He was the 
captain of his ship and was very brave. They got to Anerica and build a 
fort, f don’t think he was a Puritan because I don’t think he dressed funny 
so maybe it was Virginia. They tried to survive in their fort but the Indians 
kept attacking them. Somehow John Smith got caught by the Powhatans 
and they tried to kill him but Pocahontas ran in and saved him so he lived 
and they became friends and the Indians taught the settlers how to grow 
corn so they survived after all. 

When the students were finished writing their stories, Ads. Watson asked 
them to get in small groups to compare their versions. She usually allowed stu- 
dents to get in groups of their choice, because she believed that they worked 
better with friends than with people they were assigned to work with. For this 
assignment, however, she assigned the group memberships, selecting people of 
different backgrounds and outlooks to work together because she hoped to see 
variety in the perspectives of the stories they wrote. 

As she anticipated, each group had diverse representations of the story. 
There was variety in students’ knowledge of the story line. Some knew that after 
marrying John Rolfe, Pocahontas had gone to England, met the queen, and died 
of illness shortly thereafter at the age of twenty-one. Others thought she had 
married John Smith and stayed on her own continent. Others knew she had 
married John Rolfe but were not quite sure how she had made the transition 
from Smith to Rolfe, or what she had done with her life following her marriage. 

There was also variety in the perspectives that students took on the story. 
Some adopted the perspective of the Powhatans and viewed the Europeans as 
trespassers and usurpers, generally portraying them as greedy and exploitative. 
Ms. Watson was not surprised that her Native American students took this view, 
as did some other students w r ho had seen the Disney film or whose sympathies 
lay with the conquered. Such students had mixed views of Pocahontas, some 
seeing her as a dupe of the explorers, others as a peacemaker between two 
incompatible ways of life, and others as a young fool who sowed the seeds of 
her own destruction. Other students regarded the Native Americans as “savages” 
who threatened the lives of the more civilized European explorers, and 
regarded Pocahontas as a saintly figure whose rescue of John Smith revealed 
her enlightenment and recognition of the superiority of English culture and 
technology. 

Ads. Watson provided students with the following set of questions, had them 
get into their groups, and asked each group to use the questions to identify the 
perspective of each group member’s version. 

1 . Which events of the story are presented in this account of the tale, and 
how are the characters depicted in these events? What does the selection 
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of events and portrayal of characters reveal about the perspective of the 
storyteller? What values is the storyteller conveying— intentionally or unin- 
tentionally— through the qualities portrayed through the characters and 
their actions? 

2. How “accurate” is the story? What does it mean to be “accurate” when 
reporting history? 

Michael was assigned to a group that included three other students: Jabari, 
Imelda, and Luis. After looking at Michael’s rendition of the story, the students 
engaged in the following discussion of his narrative: 

Jabari: Well, looks like this is mostly about John Smith. 

Michael: Hey, I wrote what I could remember, alright? 

Imelda : Right, that’s what you’re supposed to do. And now were supposed 
to talk about how you told the story. 

Luis: OK, what’s the first question, “Which events of the story are presented 
in this account of the tale, and how are the characters depicted in these 
events?” Well, Michael talks about John Smith coming over and building 
a fort and getting caught and getting saved by Pocahontas and then sur- 
viving. Jabari’s right, this is mostly about John Smith. 

Imelda: Yeah, Pocahontas only comes in at the end. 

Jabari : Looks like you’re telling this from John Smith’s point of view since 
that’s who you talk about. 

Imelda : Right, look what you say at the end, the settlers survive. In the movie 
the story is about how the settlers are wrong, and at the end they lock 
up their leader for exploiting everybody. 

Luis: So, Michael, it looks like you’re on the side of the settlers here. 

Michael: What’s wrong with that? Just because the movie’s on one side 
doesn’t mean that I’m wrong. 

Jabari: Hey, no problem, our job is to see whose side you’re on, not to see 
who’s right. Now let’s see, what next? I’d say that Michael here is on the 
side of the settlers, and we’ve already said why. 

Imelda: You sure forgot a lot of the details. 

Michael: Hey, give me a break. I told you I didn’t see the movie. 

Luis: Well that’s probably enough for Michael. Let’s try someone else. . . . 

Following the small-group analyses of their stories, the students came 
together as a class to share their findings and discuss the problem of perspective 
in historical writing. After looking at various versions of the story, the class dis- 
cussed the idea of historical perspectives. 

Ms. Watson: Well, what do you think history is? We have history books and 
they tell us what happened in the past. Are history books always right? 

Ted: Sometimes history books tell the same story in different ways. When I 
was a kid I lived in the South. We studied the Civil War, and all the pic- 
tures of John Brown in our history book were really wild looking, you 
know, crazy beard and bugged out eyes, and the books described him 
like a nut. Then 1 moved up here and studied the Civil War, and John 
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Brown was described as a hero for being an abolitionist. So I can tell 
you that not all history books tell the same story the same way. 

Imelda: How about things that are happening right now? Did you see the 
trial on TV last summer? I watched it every day when I wasn’t working. 
Some witnesses tell it one way, some tell it another. Sometimes the 
same witness will say different things depending on the question. It’s 
really hard to tell what really happened in this trial. I think maybe the 
rest of history’s the same. 

Yong: But in the trial people got paid to testify, so they tell the story the way 
the lawyers want. History books aren’t written by paid witnesses. 

Ted: Yeah, but history books are written by people, and people see things 
differently. 

Isabel: I w'as just going to say that everyone’s got an opinion, but some opin- 
ions are better than others. I mean, some people check the facts, and 
other people just say wiiat they think, or they just say wiiat they w r ant 
you to believe. 

Lucas . Right, some people just tell the facts of wiiat happens, and some peo- 
ple change them so they get their w r ay. I think history books just tell the 
facts and don’t put their opinions in. 

The discussion continued in this fashion, becoming energetic and at times 
heated as students considered the question of a “real’’ Pocahontas story and also 
raised questions about other historical events, such as whether or not there was 
a Holocaust, whether or not the Bible is literally true, and other problems 
related to the question of whether history is an objective or subjective account 
of the past. Students w ? hose families had recently escaped Indochina reported 
the ways in wffiich their governments provided “official” versions of history that 
supported their own interests, therefore raising questions about the authenticity 
of recorded history. Other students responded by saying that such government 
control could only come in totalitarian countries, but not in America. One stu- 
dent whose father was a labor organizer in his factory said that the union’s 
recent strike w'as reported very differently in the city newspaper than in the 
union newspaper, supporting the idea that history can be told from different 
angles. Other students responded that his union newspaper had the interests of 
union members to protect and so distorted the facts, wffiile the city newspaper 
w r as more objective and, therefore, more likely to be telling the true story. Ms. 
Watson found that the students had plenty to say on the topics, making her role 
more an orchestrator than a director of the discussion. 

Following this discussion the class returned to the issue of Pocahontas by 
analyzing a set of published versions of the story. In a manner similar to their 
study of their own stories, students were given several different books about 
Pocahontas that Ms. Watson had checked out from the library, and were asked 
the same questions they had answered about their own versions. 

Students discussed the stories in groups, using the questions as guidelines. 
Jabari, Imelda, Luis, and Michael got back together and looked at two books, the 
Pocahontas book by Disney based on the movie, and Pocahontas , Girl of 
Jamestown by Kate Jassem. The books w^ere considerably longer than their own 
narratives, providing many more details for them to consider in determining the 
narrator’s perspective. They found that the Disney version told the story from 
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the Native American perspective, and that Jassem’s book took the perspective 
of the settlers. 

Rather than following the small-group discussions with a class discussion, Ms. 
Watson asked each student to select one version of the story that they’d read 
and write an analysis of it, using the ideas exchanged in their discussions as the 
basis of their essays. Through this assignment Ms. Watson was able to meet one 
of the requirements of the writing curriculum, the production of an argumenta- 
tive essay. She reviewed with students some of the traits of such writing, for each 
claim they made, they needed to provide evidence in the form of an example 
from the story, and needed to explain why the example illustrated the claim. 
They also needed to anticipate how someone would disagree with their claim 
and rebut the objection. Ms. Watson pointed out that in their small-group dis- 
cussions of the stories they had gone through all of these processes. For their 
writing they needed to reconsider the content of the small-group discussions 
and take a position in their writing. To provide a concrete guideline for the stu- 
dents, she prepared an outline of the points they needed to include to develop a 
persuasive argument, with an illustration from their previous class discussion on 
their own versions of the Pocahontas tale: 

Arguing a Point 

To persuade someone of your point of view you need to do the following: 

1. State the main contention of your argument. 

Example: In this story, the writer believes that Pocahontas is a 
heroine for saving John Smith and preventing the Indians from dri- 
ving out or killing the explorers. The writer believes that the 
explorers have a right to conquer the Indians and settle the New 
World. 

2. Make several claims to support the main contention of your argu- 
ment. A claim is a statement that you believe to be true in your 
analysis of the situation. Your argument may have any number of 
claims. I will only illustrate two on this guide. 

Claim #1: The writer believes that the Europeans are more civi- 
lized than the Indians, and therefore should conquer them. 

Claim #2: The writer believes that the Europeans believe in 
Christianity, and therefore have a more enlightened w r ay of life. 

3. Provide evidence to support each one of your claims, usually in the 
form of examples. 

Claim #1, Evidence #1: The writer describes the Indians as 
“savages.” 

Claim #1, Evidence #2: The writer refers to the Europeans as 
having more advanced technology by saying that their guns w 7 ere 
superior to the Indians’ bow and arrow. 

Claim #2, Evidence #1: The writer describes the Indians as “hea- 
thens.” 

Claim #2, Evidence #2: The writer said that Pocahontas would 
be rewarded by God for saving John Smith. 

4. Proride a warrant that explains why each piece of evidence sup- 
ports the claim it illustrates. 

Claim #1, Evidence #1, Warrant: The writer refers to Indians as 
“savages” because they don’t w^ear European clothing, they don’t 
live in houses, and they don’t have stores to buy food from. They 
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— Students apply a wide range of strate- 
gies to comprehend, interpret, evalu- 
. ate, and appreciate texts. They draw 
on their prior experience, their inter- 
actions with other readers and writ- 
ers.their knowledge of word meaning 
and other texts, their word identifi- 
cation strategies, and their under- 
standing of textual features (e.g., 
sound-letter correspondence, sen- 
tence structure, context, graphics). 



Students employ a wide range of 
strategies as they write and use differ- 
ent writing process elements appro- 
priately to communicate with different 
audiences for a variety of purposes. 
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live in the woods with animals and therefore are not civilized, and 
will benefit from being conquered by the European explorers. 

Claim #1, Evidence #2, Warrant: The writer describes the ways 
in which an explorer can kill an Fndian easily with a gun, while the 
Indians must sneak around to be effective with a bow and arrow. 

Guns are therefore a superior weapon and represent the more 
advanced European society. 

Claim #2, Evidence #1, Warrant: The description of the Indians 
as “heathens" means that they believe in primitive religions and 
therefore are not as advanced as Christians. 

Claim #2, Evidence #2, Warrant: The writer believes that God 
will reward Pocahontas for saving the English explorer John Smith 
from the Indians, and therefore believes that the Christian God is 
more powerful and better than the Indian gods. 

5. You should finally anticipate your opponent s response to your 
argument, and explain why it is wrong. 

Example: Some people might believe that the Europeans are 
wrong to come to America and conquer the people who lived 
there and make them change their way of life. These people are 
wrong because advanced societies have always conquered less 
advanced societies, and the Europeans w r ere only spreading their 
own advanced ways to the uncivilized people of the New World. 

To make an omelet, you have to break a few eggshells. 

Ms. Watson reviewed these traits with the class. To help them with generat- 
ing information for an argument, she led the class in an analysis of a second nar- 
rative, this one embodying a Native American perspective to provide a balance 
for the narrative analyzed on the guide she had passed out. Through this 
process she helped the students to see how to make claims, find evidence, pro- 
vide warrants, and rebut opposing arguments. 

Students were then given class time to begin their arguments on the per- 
spective taken by the writer of a published Pocahontas narrative. They were 
allowed to use notes from their discussions and to consult with other group 
members on the content of their arguments provided that they did so without 
disturbing other writers at work. They were given two days of class time plus 
time out of class, and then brought their papers in for small-group peer 
response. For the first draft of his paper, Jabari wrote the following analysis of 
D i s ney’s Pocah on tas: 

Disney’s Pocahontas 

Most people think the Disney movie Pocahontas is very P.C. I think it’s 
sort of P.C. but not completely. For the most part you get the story from 
the Indians point of view. Mainly, the white settlers are nice but stupid 
people but they’re led by a pretty evil and greedy guy. On the other hand 
just about all of the Indians are good. 

The leader of the explorers was a really ugly guy named RatclifTe. He 
even had an ugly dog. Ratcliffe was only interested in getting rich. He 
came to America to find gold, and that’s it. He liked John Smith mainly 
because John Smith was a good Indian fighter. Because he was so evil and 
ugly and was the leader of the settlers, I think the story is told from the 
Indians’ point of view. 

Also, the Indians are good people. They believe in family values, even 
though Powhatan wants Pocahontas to marry Kocoum and she doesn’t 




4 * U 

lio 



DO© Standards in Practice , Grades 9-12 



want to. But Pocahontas loves her father, and the story calls her “his 
beloved daughter.” Powhatan is not ugly and he seems very wise. Since 
the Indians are shown as one big loving family, the story seems to be 
about them. 

The Indians also really love Nature. When Pocahontas doesn’t know 
what to do, she goes and talks to a tree. She tells John Smith that his peo- 
ple are greedy and don’t respect Nature. John Smith at first thought that 
the Indians were primitive. Pocahontas got pretty mad and John Smith 
completely changed. Because John Smith changed to be more like Poca- 
hontas, I’d say the story is more from her point of view than his. 

Some people might think this story is told from the white people’s 
point of view. John Smith is a real hunk and kind of a hero, so people 
might think the story’s about him. The Indians tty to kill John Smith with- 
out realizing he’s innocent, and he only survives because Pocahontas 
saves him. And aside from Ratcliffe, the settlers aren’t so bad. Also, the 
way the story’s told all of the Indians speak English. But Pocahontas is 
beautiful, which evens things out. And she’s the real hero because she 
saves him. Even though the settlers turn out OK they actually end up 
seeming stupid because they’ve followed this evil guy for so long without 
realizing he’s evil, and finally see things the Indians’ way. 

So I think the story’s told from the Indians’ point of view. Mostly this 
is a love story about people from different backgrounds. But because the 
story makes the greedy people look bad at the end and because the 
Indians’ natural way of life looks better, I’d say that the story is about the 
Indians. 

Jabari brought his paper to class and got with his group. Ms. Watson asked 
the students to read one another’s papers and evaluate the strength of the 
claims, the appropriateness of the examples, the clarity of the warrants, and the 
persuasiveness of the rebuttal of opposing positions. She also asked them to 
consider other factors: What aspects of the student’s writing might interfere with 
the argument’s persuasiveness? Students considered whether improper language 
use, incorrect punctuation and spelling, and other factors would make the writer 
less persuasive, and offered suggestions on how to improve the appearance of 
the argument so it would be taken more seriously. 

In looking at Jabari’s paper the students attended to the areas that Ms. Wat- 
son had asked them to focus on. After reading his paper they made several sug- 
gestions: 

Michael: Well Jabari this is pretty good. You covered most of the stuff we 
talked about before. 

Jabari: Thanks. 

Imelda: Jabari, I think you could do better with these examples. 

Jabari: What do you mean? 

Imelda: Well, like right here you say that Ratcliffe and his dog are ugly. I 
think you could quote from the book and use the words the author 
used. You know, say, where is it in the story. . . here it is, say something 
like, “Ratcliffe was ugly and was called ‘ruthless and ambitious’ and 
‘haughty’ and his ugly dog was ‘snooty and spoiled,”’ something like 
that. 

Michael: Yeah, that’s good, that shows what a jerk he was. 



— Students read a wide range of litera- 
ture from many periods in many gen- 
res to build an understanding of the 
many dimensions (e.g, philosophical, 
ethical, aesthetic) of human experi- 
ence. 



— Students apply a wide range of strate- 
gies to comprehend, interpret, evalu- 
ate, and appreciate texts. They draw 
on their prior experience, their inter- 
actions with other readers and writ- 
ers, their knowledge of word meaning 
and other texts, their word identifi- 
cation strategies, and their under- 
standing of textual features (e.g, 
sound-letter correspondence, sen- 
tence structure, context, graphics). 



— Students adjust their use of spoken, 
written, and visual language (e.g, con- 
ventions, style, vocabulary) to com- 
municate effectively with a variety of 
audiences and for different purposes. 



— Students use spoken, written, and vi- 
sual language to accomplish their 
own purposes (e.g, for learning, en- 
joyment, persuasion, and the ex- 
change of information). 
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Jabari: OK, let me write that down. Anything else? 

Luis: Maybe you could add other quotes at other times in the paper. 



Students use a variety of technologi 

cal and informational resources (e.g, 
libraries, databases, computer net- 
works, video) to gather and synthe- 
size information and to create and 
communicate knowledge. 



The students continued to evaluate Jabari’s paper in this manner and then 
proceeded to critique the papers of the other students according to the same 
criteria. When they were done, they had some class time remaining and began 
working on their revisions. 

Students were then given several days to revise their essays and turn them in 
to Ms. Watson. To encourage their use of the school’s computer lab, she 
allowed one extra day for students who turned in papers typed on a word 
processor. For evaluation criteria she used the same attributes that students had 
considered in their small-group response to one another’s essays and stressed in 
the handout: the manner in which the claims supported the main contention of 
the argument; the appropriateness of the examples in supporting the claims, as 
indicated by the warrants; and the persuasiveness of the rebuttal to opposing 
arguments. She also took into consideration her students’ recommendations that 
papers should be relatively free of errors in grammar, mechanics, and usage in 
order to be persuasive. She required students to turn in all drafts of their work 
any notes they’d taken during the small-group discussion, their first draft includ- 
ing marginal comments made by their peer-response group, any subsequent 
drafts, and the final product. From this set of drafts she could trace the extent to 
which students were developing their ideas and monitoring their presentation 
through the process of composing. 

Jabari revised his essay into the following final draft: 



Review of Disney’s Pocahontas: The Book 

Everybody thinks that the Disney movie Pocahontas is very P.C. I read the 
book that they made about the movie, and I think it’s sort of P.C., but not 
completely. For the most part you get the story from the Indians’ point of 
view. Mainly, the white settlers are nice but stupid people but they’re led 
by a pretty evil and greedy guy. On the other hand just about all of the 
Indians are good. I’ll explain why. 

The leader of the Susan Constant was a really ugly guy named John 
Ratcliffe. The story called him “ruthless and ambitious” and “haughty” and 
he even had an ugly dog who was called “snooty and spoiled.” John Rat- 
cliffe was only interested in getting rich. He came to the New World to 
find gold, and didn’t even care about the king and queen of England who’d 
sent him, even though he pretended to. He liked John Smith mainly 
because John Smith was a good Indian fighter. Because he was so evil and 
ugly and was the leader of the settlers, I think the story is told from the 
Indians’ point of view more than the settlers’ point of view. 

Also, the Indians are shown to be very good people. They believe in 
family values, even though Powhatan wants Pocahontas to marry a pretty 
boring guy named Kocoum and she doesn’t want to. Kocoum gets killed 
later on so she doesn’t have to go through with it. But Pocahontas loves 
her father, and the story calls her “his beloved daughter.” Powhatan is not 
ugly, he’s usually smiling until the settlers kill Kocoum. And he seems very 
wise, compared to the greedy John Ratcliffe. Since the Indians are shown 
as one big loving family, the story seems to be told from their point of view'. 

The Indians also really love Nature. When Pocahontas doesn’t know r 
what to do, she goes and talks to a tree. She also has a favorite place to go, 
which is on a cliff where she can see a beautiful waterfall. She tells John 
Smith that his people are greedy and don’t respect Nature, and he 
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changes from being an Indian fighter to being an Indian lover. John Smith 
at first thought that the Indians were primitive. He told Pocahontas, 
“There’s so much we can teach you. We’ve improved the lives of savages 
all over the world.” Pocahontas got pretty mad and showed John Smith 
the wonders of Nature and he completely changed. Because John Smith 
changed to be more like Pocahontas, I’d say the story is more from her 
point of view than his. 

Some people might think this story is told from the white people’s 
point of view. John Smith is handsome with long blond hair, and he’s kind 
of a hero, so people might think the story’s about him. The Indians try to 
kill John Smith without realizing he’s innocent, and he only survives 
because Pocahontas saves him. And aside from Ratcliffe, the settlers aren’t 
so bad, especially at the end when they decide that it’s wrong to be greedy 
and lock Ratcliffe up. Also, the way the story’s told all of the Indians speak 
English, which some people might think means that the settlers were 
superior. But I don’t think so. John Smith’s handsome, but Pocahontas is 
beautiful, which evens things out. And she’s the real hero because she 
saves him. Even though the settlers turn out not being so bad at the end, 
they actually end up seeming kind of stupid because they’ve followed this 
evil guy for so long without realizing he’s evil, and finally see things the 
Indians’ way. Finally, I think the person who wrote the story made the 
Indians speak English so most people could understand what they were 
saying, not because it’s a better language. 

So I think the story’s told from the Indians’ point of view. Mostly this is 
a love story about people from different backgrounds, kind of like Romeo 
and Juliet except they don’t die at the end, even though they have to split 
up. But because the story makes the greedy people look bad at the end 
and because the Indians’ natural way of life looks better, I’d say that the 
Indians are the ones who win this time. 



Following this introduction, Ms. Watson told the students that they would 
spend the next three weeks of class time writing their families’ immigration sto- 
ries. She talked with them about what they might leam through researching their 
family histories. She started by talking about some things she might like to leam 
about her own family’s experiences with immigration, and said that she would 
try to find out about her own history as they were researching theirs. Ms. Wat- 
son knew that her ancestry was English, Norwegian, Swedish, and Portuguese, 
but wasn’t entirely certain when each branch of the family had left Europe or 
why her ancestors had left their homelands. She thought it would be interesting 
to leam about what had motivated them to leave: economics, discrimination, 
adventure, religion, or something else. 

She then asked students what they would like to leam about their family his- 
tories. Some said they wanted to talk to their grandparents to understand the 
experience of leaving a homeland and coming to live in a foreign place. Others 
wanted to understand whether their ancestors had wanted to assimilate into 
American culture or preserve their old ways. Others wanted to leam about the 
journey itself: What was it like to travel on a boat across an ocean, or to cross a 
border to live in a foreign land, leaving possessions and customs behind? Some 
African American students wondered if there were differences between people 
who chose to emigrate, and people who were forced to leave a homeland to 
become a free person s property. A student who had both Native American and 
European blood wondered how the different sides of her family viewed the con- 
sequences of the European settlement of the continent. 



— Students conduct research on issues 
and interests by generating ideas 
and questions, and by posing prob- 
lems. They gather, evaluate, and syn- 
thesize data from a variety of sources 
(e.g, print and nonprint texts, artifacts, 
people) to communicate their dis- 
coveries in ways that suit their pur- 
pose and audience. 




19 



Coming to America 



II ©3 



Students conduct research on issues — 
and interests by generating ideas 
and questions, and by posing prob- 
lems. They gather, evaluate, and syn- 
thesize data from a variety of sources 
(e.g, print and nonprint texts, artifacts, 
people) to communicate their dis- 
coveries in ways that suit their pur- 
pose and audience. 



After discussing possible motivations for conducting research on family 
experiences with immigration, Ms. Watson told the students that to help them 
produce their stories she was going to alter the way in which she set up the 
classroom. Her overriding goal was to have students develop personal perspec- 
tives on immigration, -and she anticipated that each history would be different, 
not only in content but in medium and format. She therefore wanted to make 
the classroom structure informal so as to allow students freedom in the choices 
they made. She had attended the state NCTE affiliate conference the previous 
year and had talked to teachers who used “writing workshops” in which students 
used class time to develop writing of their choice, and saw an opportunity to 
adapt the idea to her “Coming to America” unit. Because she encouraged stu- 
dents to create both written and multimedia productions, she thought of it more 
as a “composing workshop” than as a writing workshop. 

She raised the workshop idea with her students and they approved of it. 
Once they agreed to use this format, she said that for the next few weeks they 
w'ould be able to make decisions about how' to spend their class time, as long as 
they used it productively. Ms. Watson decided to consult the students about 
how' to set up the parameters of the workshop to guide their classroom produc- 
tion. She posed the question one day in class: “We are going to spend class time 
this marking period writing personal immigration histories. To do so, we will 
change the w'ay w'e use the classroom so that you can make choices about how' 
you spend your time. At times you will stay here and work; at times you may go 
to another part of the building to w'ork In order for us to stay with this arrange- 
ment, w'e need to set up some rules to govern our activities. What guidelines 
can you suggest that will help us use our time productively?” She suggested that 
the class think of rules that structure performance in a variety of contexts: rules 
or laws that people follow in society, in school, at w'ork, in games, in other areas 
of social life. What, she asked, is the purpose of a law? Is there one set of laws 
that guides all behavior, or does the context matter? What are the conse- 
quences of breaking rules? What types of guidelines would best govern their 
efforts to use class time productively to create family immigration stories? 

The students raised a variety of issues. Were rules helpful to people in con- 
ducting themselves, or did they overregulate peoples freedom? Did rules 
encourage people to respect one another, or only provide them with incentives 
for misconduct? Why was the same crime, such as theft, punished one w r ay in 
Saudi Arabia and another in the United States? Is school important enough to 
care whether or not rules are followed? Did there need to be an umpire for 
deciding who follow's the rules in the classroom? What is the purpose of school 
rules? 

After a lengthy discussion the class agreed on a small set of rules to govern 
their behavior. The fundamental rule that they identified was the need to spend 
class time on their projects. If they signed out to go to the library and went 
somewhere else instead, this was a violation of their agreement to follow the 
rules, and would place the integrity' of the whole class in jeopardy. The class 
voted that any students who signed out for one area and instead w'ent elsewhere 
had to stay after school with Ms. Watson for one hour as she called parents, 
graded papers, filled out student reports, and attended to the other school busi- 
ness that she normally took care of after school. This punishment was the worst 
the class could think of— students who stayed after school missed their jobs and 
threatened their employment. Within class, students needed to w'ork produc- 




D©4 



Standards in Practice , Grades 9- 12 



120 



tively or face the same consequences; students were welcome to collaborate on 
their work, but could not distract others or do nothing. 

Taking into consideration the interests students had expressed in conducting 
personal research on immigration, Ms. Watson then posed the specific question 
that would guide their research, which she distributed in a handout: 

You have access to many sources of information about your family’s role 
in American immigration, including people in the community, books, 
films, and information from the Internet. Different people have different 
perspectives on immigration depending on their experiences. Your job is 
to develop some type of presentation on your family’s experiences with 
immigration to the American continent You may collect information 
from any sources available to you for your project Some possible ques- 
tions to consider are: If your family immigrated to America, why did they 
leave their former country? Were the reasons religious, economic, ethnic, 
legal, or something else? Did they leave voluntarily or were they forced to 
leave? What did America offer them that they lacked before? What did 
America lack that they had before? Ultimately, how do you view your 
position as an American from the standpoint of your family’s immigration 
story? 

If your ancestors were natives of this continent, how do you view the 
changes brought about by the immigration of other people to this land? 

How has your family experienced the arrival of people from other 
nations? How do you view the development of the United States of 
America on this continent? What have been the consequences to you? 

For your project you may develop any mode of presentation that you 
choose. You may write a research paper the way students usually do in 
school. You may prepare a documentary film such as the ones you’ve 
seen on television. You may prepare a hypertext presentation on a 
computer. You may produce a “docudrama” which is an imaginative 
presentation of history. You may write an opera. Or you can develop a 
presentation that combines these forms, or others of your choice. 

With these guidelines established, Ms. Watson and the students set up the 
classroom so that it would facilitate their work. With so many students holding 
after-school jobs, few could meet her unit goals unless substantial class time was 
devoted to work on their projects. In addition, she wanted to be available for 
students to consult with her as their work progressed. To make the classroom 
as conducive as possible to the development of student projects, Ms. Watson 
transformed it into a resource center that was writing center, museum, think 
tank, studio, gallery, and library all rolled into one. One comer of the room 
included books and other resources that students could check out to use for 
their projects. Concerned that the choices available in the American literature 
anthology provided too narrow a view of the explorers and native people of the 
continent, she first sought to include more varied perspectives on the colonial 
period. The school library had recently acquired the video series How the 
West Was Lost that presented the story of European settlement from a Native 
American perspective, and she received permission to move this collection to 
her classroom for the duration of the unit. Along with this videotape she 
checked out a TV with VCR and headphones so that students could watch 
parts of the series in class. In addition, she prepared a list of other video produc- 
tions for students to draw on to consider the history of the continent from a 
variety of perspectives. This list included not just documentaries, but fictional 
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and autobiographical films that dealt with immigration such as The Godfather , 
Part II and the Roots series. Throughout the unit students were encouraged to 
add to this list both titles and summaries and reviews of movies they had seen. 
Students interested in a film could consult the set of reviews to help make a 
decision on whether or not to see it. Two students who had seen The Godfa- 
ther, Part II wrote conflicting reviews of the film: 

Review of The Godfather, Part U 

I think this movie stinks. My family is Italian and everyone thinks we’re 
gangsters. The reason is that they’ve seen movies like The Godfather Part 
U where an Italian immigrant comes to America and can’t find a job and so 
starts killing people for the Mafia and stealing things. There probably are 
real people like that, but all this movie does is create stereotypes. Ever)' 

Italian in the movie is a gangster. But I live in the Italian part of the city and 
everybody I know has a normal job. Nobody I know kills people or runs a 
protection racket or anything like that You might like this movie because 
it’s exciting, but don’t believe that all Italians are like the Corleones. 



Review of The Godfather, Part If 



Students use spoken, written, and vi- — 
sual language to accomplish their 
own purposes (e.g, for learning, en- 
joyment, persuasion, and the ex- 
change of information). 



Students develop an understanding — 
of and respect for diversity in lan- 
guage use, patterns, and dialects 
across cultures, ethnic groups, geo- 
graphic regions, and social roles. 



This is a great movie that everyone ought to see. It gives a real feeling of 
what it was like to be in New York City a long time ago. And Robert 
DiNiro is a great actor in the movie, and so is Marlon Brando and A1 
Pacino. I read Chuck’s review and I disagree. All of these actors are Italian 
and so is Mario Puzo who wrote the book and so is the director who 
made it, so I don’t think the Italians are being stereotyped since they’re 
the ones who made the movie. The Mafia is real and there’s one right 
here in this city, so I think it’s a good way to learn about what happened to 
Italians who came to America back then. And it’s a really exciting movie 
too. Even though there’s a lot of blood and killing, it’s still very educational 
and very entertaining. I recommend that you see it so you can make up 
your own mind. 

Students could consult these reviews to decide whether to watch the videos to 
help them with their projects or simply to see them for entertainment. 

The in-class library also included books and magazines that students could 
check out. These books concerned immigration stories from a variety of nations 
and cultures, including historical narratives and fiction. Again, students were 
encouraged to add titles to this fist and provide summaries and reviews of those 
they’d read. Ms. Watson required students to complete a minimum number of 
compositions of their choice to be submitted at the end of the unit in a portfolio. 



I will challenge the prevalent belief in “coverage,” that the 
course of study which spreads over many areas is necessarily 
better than a more modest one My basic conclusion is con- 

tained in the aphorism “Less is more ” I believe that the qualities 
of mind that should be the goal of high school need time to 
grow and that they develop best when engaging in a few, impor- 
tant ideas, deeply. Information is plentiful, cheap; learning how 
to use it is often stressful and absolutely requires a form of per- 
sonal coaching of each student by a teacher that is neither pos- 
sible in many schools today nor recognized as an important 
process. 

Theodore R. Sizer, Horace's Compromise, p. 89. 
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Ms. Watson wanted students to draw on a variety of resources. She wanted 
to make sure that their resources included the traditional classics from the 
course anthology. She also wanted students to draw on other sources from 
either the classroom library or elsewhere. She therefore required all students to 
keep a journal in response to all the reading they did to inform their research, 
and required that they show evidence of reading at least four selections from 
the anthology and four from other sources. Their log could include any 
response they had to the selections, but needed to indicate clearly that they had 
read them and related them to their research. 

Ms. Watson realized that she herself could not sufficiently provide the 
resources for the projects that she envisioned her students producing. The class- 
room resources, while helpful in getting students started, would be insufficient 
for them to complete their projects. In order for them to produce a quality effort 
they needed to draw on additional outside resources that she would recom- 
mend to them. In addition, at the beginning of the unit she sent a note home to 
each parent and guardian explaining the unit and asking for volunteers to come 
to the class to share their stories with the students. She also contacted a history 
professor at one of the city colleges who specialized in the colonial period and 
had her to visit the class for a brief lecture and an extended question and 
answer period. 

Traditionally, students had produced research papers by using index cards 
for notes, writing a rough draft, typing it, and then turning it in. Ms. Watson felt 
that some recent developments in her community could help her students pro- 
duce research reports that took advantage of some new technologies that were 
available. Two types of technology in particular could, she felt, both increase stu- 
dents’ interest in the project and provide them with technological literacy that 
would help them better succeed in the wwld economy of the future. 

The first of these was the Internet. The city public library had recently pro- 
vided an Internet connection that was available to all citizens, including her stu- 
dents. Ms. Watson took them on a field trip to the city library, w'here the 
librarian’s technical assistant oriented them to the Internet, provided them with 
access addresses, and taught them how' to use the software to “surf’ the Internet 
in search of information that would help their research efforts. The students 
learned how to access remote libraries, newspapers, museums, archives, and 
other sources of information. They also discovered online discussion groups 
that ended up benefitting some. One student came across a network that pro- 
vided a forum for holocaust survivors to stay in touch, and received permission 
to use some of their Internet comments and stories as part of his report on the 
immigration of German Jews in the 1 930s and 1 940s, the period when his 
grandparents had migrated. 

The second technology students learned to use was computer-based hyper- 
media. The school’s business department had recently installed a new computer 
lab, and Ms. Watson developed a partnership that allowed her students access 
to the lab during periods when business students were not using it. In preparing 
their reports students had the option of presenting them as hypertext produc- 
tions; instead of presenting their reports in the conventional linear format, their 
presentation w^ould begin with an opening orientation page that would allow a 
user to click on specific topics and explore available information. 

Other students conducted more primary research. With their extended fami- 
lies living in the neighborhood, many students could simply go down the block 
to talk to older relatives and community members about their reasons for immi- 




— Students read a wide range of print 
and nonprint texts to build an under- 
standing of texts, of themselves, and 
of the cultures of the United States 
and the world; to acquire new infor- 
mation; to respond to the needs and 
demands of society and the work- 
place; and for personal fulfillment. 
Among these texts are fiction and 
nonfiction, classic and contemporary 
works. 



— — Students use a variety of technologi- 
cal and informational resources (e.g, 
libraries, databases, computer net- 
works, video) to gather and synthe- 
size information and to create and 
communicate knowledge. 
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Students adjust their use of spoken, — 
written, and visual language (e.g, con- 
ventions, style, vocabulary) to com- 
municate effectively with a variety of 
audiences and for different purposes. 



Students whose first language is not — 
English make use of their first lan- 
guage to develop competency in the 
English language arts and to develop 
understanding of content across the 
curriculum. 



Students participate as knowledge-- — 
able, reflective, creative, and critical 
members of a variety of literacy com- 
munities. 



grating and the stories of their experiences. Ms. Watson helped students learn 
how to conduct interviews by sharing with them some of her own methods for 
researching her own history. She tape-recorded a phone conversation with an 
older relative, played it for the class, and also gave them a copy of the questions 
she’d asked. She invited her aunt to visit the class and interviewed her before 
them, showing students how to tape-record an interview, take notes, and pose 
questions. 

Ms. Watson also thought that students could learn something from their 
after-school work that could inform their research. Often their work in local 
businesses and factories brought them into contact with older members of the 
community who had come from “the old country” or who were connected to 
bygone generations. Ms. Watson encouraged students to use their coworkers as 
resources for their research. 

For their own research students were encouraged to audiotape conversa- 
tions and transcribe them for inclusion in the text of their reports. Students 
with access to videocameras could also videotape older family members to get 
their stories and artifacts on film. Students could conduct the interviews in both 
English and, if desired, their family’s native tongue. If they chose, students could 
scan the voices and images from their primary-source research onto hyper- 
cards and include them in hypermedia productions. For some students music, 
food, and other cultural practices were central to their stories. They were 
encouraged to include examples of the ways in which such practices were 
involved in resettlement. 

As noted, Ms. Watson made a link with the school’s business department to 
allow her students access to advanced computer technology. In addition, she 
turned to other departments in the school for resources her students could use 
to their advantage. In directing the school’s plays she had become friends with 
the art teacher, who helped design the sets. The art teacher visited class one day 
with samples from her slide collection and agreed to lend students images that 
they could incorporate into their productions. Ms. Watsons hall duty was sched- 
uled near the history department chair’s office, and she informed her of the unit 
so that students could more explicitly apply lessons from one class to the other. 
One of the biology teachers was a personal friend of Ms. Watson’s and came to 
class to talk about how conditions create the famines that accounted for the 
immigration of the Irish and other groups to America. 

Ms. Watson believed that she could not single-handedly oversee each stu- 
dent’s progress towards the completion of such complex productions. She also 
knew that students would benefit from getting a variety of viewpoints in devel- 
oping their work. She therefore enlisted the support of parents and other family 
members, other teachers, librarians, and the extended human resources pro- 
vided through the Internet to help her students develop their projects. She also 
encouraged students to work together on their projects; students of similar 
backgrounds could collaborate on their productions, and they were always 
allowed to consult with one another and review each other’s work as they pro- 
ceeded. The social organization of the classroom encouraged students to talk to 
one another frequently during their research efforts and to provide one another 
with information about useful resources. Ms. Watson additionally worked with 
students during the process of their research, holding formal conferences with 
individuals and groups every other week and providing additional consultation 
as requested by students. 
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Ms. Watson found that with such a multilayered structure to the class, she 
needed to be highly organized in order for the unit to be successful. Students 
who went to the library, business computing lab, or other location needed to 
sign out, and spent an afternoon after school with Ms. Watson if they went else- 
where, as agreed upon by the class. She conducted and recorded a brief daily 
survey of each student’s progress which contributed to student accountability. 
These records also helped her account for student productivity when parents or 
colleagues inquired about the unconventional instruction taking place in her 
class. She arranged the physical structure of the classroom to facilitate productiv- 
ity, providing carrels, conference areas, tables, and an area to store student fold- 
ers. She also kept a public chart on the class bulletin board where students kept 
a record of their reading, which other students could consult to inform their 
own reading choices. Each student additionally kept an “Organizer” for storing 
records of waiting conferences, research notes, and other types of information 
that were used for both student resources and pa rent- teacher conferences. On 
Fridays the students gave a progress report for their week’s activities and a plan 
for what they hoped to accomplish the next week 

One of Ms. Watson’s greatest concerns was that by focusing on individual 
heritages she would encourage separation along racial and ethnic lines. Students 
in her school w r ere already segregated enough, she felt, and she feared that by 
encouraging them to define themselves according to their differences, she could 
deepen some of the schisms that already existed. As the unit developed, she 
realized that it w r ould only succeed if it served to create a classroom community 
that helped students understand the complex fabric of American society. The 
unit “Coming to America” thus needed to end in an exploration of the question: 
Considering all the differences 
among American citizens, what 
does it mean to be a member of 
American society today? 

In order to answer this ques- 
tion, each student needed to 
become acquainted with one 
another’s stories. Ms. Watson 
realized that the class had in part 
reached this goal through a social 
environment in which the stu- 
dents conducted their research, 
allowing them to folio w r one 
another’s stories as they were 
being constructed. Yet since stu- 
dents tended to socialize with 
friends rather than those with 
whom they had differences, she 
was concerned that the greatest 
social chasms threatened to 
remain open. Ms. Watson 
decided that a more public pre- 
sentation of the productions was 
necessary in order for students to 
learn about one another and 



— Students develop an understanding 
of and respect for diversity in lan- 
guage use, patterns, and dialects 
across cultures, ethnic groups, geo- 
graphic regions, and social roles. 
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Students read a wide range of print—, 
and nonprint texts to build an under- 
standing of texts, of themselves, and 
of the cultures of the United States 
and the world; to acquire new infor- 
mation; to respond to the needs and 
demands of society and the work- 
place; and for persona! fulfillment. 
Among these texts are fiction and 
nonfiction, classic and contemporary 
works. 



Students use spoken, written, and vi- 
sual language to accomplish their 
own purposes (e.g, for learning, en- 
joyment, persuasion, and the ex- 
change of information). 



Students employ a wide range of 
strategies as they write and use differ- 
ent writing process elements appro- 
priately to communicate with different 
audiences for a variety of purposes. 



0 




develop a sense of kinship as a community. The class did not have time for 
twenty-eight individual presentations, so she asked students to form groups of 
people with similar backgrounds and create a presentation on the experiences 
of their ethnic groups in the context of American immigration. No one student 
presented the whole of his or her research, but each student’s story became part 
of the class’s understanding of American history. Students were provided two 
days of preparation time, and then each group could take up to one class period 
for its presentation. They were encouraged to supplement their report with 
food, photographs, artwork, and other cultural tools and artifacts central to their 
group’s history. 

In presenting their research, many students alluded to their families’ interest in 
their projects. In Ms. Watson’s conferences she learned that family members who 
were consulted on the project often requested copies of the finished product, and 
that students often shared their findings at the dinner table and other family gath- 
erings. The research thus reached an important audience beyond the classroom. 

Ms. Watson suggested that the students set aside an evening where they set 
up their projects and display them for interested community members. Many 
students objected, however, saying that they could not miss work, or that their 
older relatives did not like to go into the school neighborhood at night. They 
suggested instead that they display their projects in the school library, where 
other students could see them and where relatives could come by during the 
day. Ms. Watson proposed this idea to the librarian, who agreed to set aside 
space for any students who wanted to display their projects. 

Following these presentations, Ms. Watson organized the class into hetero- 
geneous groups of four to five students and gave them the question: Consider- 
ing all the differences among American citizens, what does it mean to be a 
member of American society today? The groups discussed this question, then 
met together as a class to explore it further. 

To follow up this discussion, as a final project for the unit students con- 
trasted their own “Coming to America” history with that of someone whose 
experience was significantly different. Ms. Watson hoped that in so doing stu- 
dents would consider the perspective of someone else and gain a broader 
understanding of the different views of America and a better understanding of 
how to resolve these differences. Students could choose to contrast themselves 
with either another student from the class, or with someone whose experiences 
they encountered through their reading or viewing. If they chose a classmate for 
comparison, they needed to get the student’s permission first, in order to protect 
the student from unwelcome personal critiques. In keeping with the open-ended 
emphasis of the unit as a whole, she gave students a choice of writing a conven- 
tional comparison/contrast essay, writing a work of fiction that dramatized two 
different types of experience, or other medium of their choice. Students pro- 
duced drafts, worked together in peer-response groups for feedback, and ulti- 
mately turned in final copies for grades. 

Linda, a mixed-race student officially classified as Native American in school 
records, produced the following paper based on her interactions during the unit 
with Mai, the daughter of Vietnamese refugees: 

Two Views of America 

My experiences as an American are very different from most people’s in 
this class. I am part Cherokee, and Osage Indian and also part Irish and 
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Hungarian. I have many heritages, but my Cherokee ancestors are the 
ones I think of most when thinking about who I am. Most people don’t 
know it, but we have a very complicated history. 

Originally my people lived in what is now called Georgia. After white 
people came from Europe and took over the eastern part of the country, 
they decided they didn’t want Indians around any more. So they found a 
place in the middle of the country where only Indians lived and decided 
to move Eastern Indians out to live there. The path they took out West is 
called the Trail of Tears because so many people died on the way. They 
finally ended up in a place called Oklahoma Territory. The word Okla- 
homa means both Red Earth and Red People. 

Indians who already lived in this territory did not want eastern Indians 
to come out an live on their traditional lands, and so there were many 
wars between the original plains Indians and the ones from the east. The 
Osage were natives to the land, and battled the Cherokee, so my ances- 
tors were once at war. The U.S. Army was supposed to keep the peace, 
which just added one more group to the fight. Some of these soldiers 
were Irish, which was one more group of my ancestors who fought against 
each other. 

Cherokee Indians took to white people’s ways very easily. They devel- 
oped a written language and became plantation farmers. It’s hard for me to 
believe it now, but about 150 years ago my ancestors owned black slaves 
on their plantation. They fought on the side of the South during the civil 
war. After the war they lost their land. Eventually my people ended up 
here, and married white people and now we live in an apartment, watch 
TV, go to school, and do other normal American things. But 1 have a dif- 
ferent feeling about America than most people in my class because I still 
wonder what it would be like to live in the old way. 

My life as an American is very different from Mai Nguy’s, but in some 
* ways it’s the same. Alai’s parents came here from Viet Nam in the seven- 

ties when they were teenagers. In Viet Nam everything was a mess. There 
was a civil war, and America and other countries tried to help out each 
side. When Mai’s people lost, her parents and many others from their vil- 
lage got on rafts and headed out to sea. After many stops, they ended up 
in America. So they were like us because they had to leave their home 
and move to a place far away, and they didn’t have any choice about 
whether or not to move. They were different in that my people were told 
where they had to live, and Mai’s people just got on boats hoping they’d 
find some place that would take them. And my people were ordered to 
leave by outsiders, while she had to leave because her own people were 
trying to kill' her. 

Mai’s parents now speak English OK, even though when they came 
and talked to our class I had trouble understanding them. But Mai talks 
just like us and will probably end up being a normal American just the 
way I am, sort of. We’re different because she really feels that America is a 
much better place for her to live in than her old home because there are 
no wars to worry about I still feel kind of mad that my people had to 
change their lifestyle and leave their home. 

The unit that Daphne Watson taught on “Coming to America” ended up 
going well beyond the three-week time period she’d initially planned. However, 
once it was under way she could not interrupt students’ progress on their 
research and consideration of the unit’s concepts. The unit’s length caused her 
to reconsider how to plan her implementation of the curriculum for the remain- 




Coming to America 



HUH 



127 



Students apply a wid e range of strate 

gies to comprehend, interpret, evalu- 
ate, and appreciate texts. They draw 
on their prior experience, their inter- 
actions with other readers and writ- 
ers, their knowledge of word meaning 
and other texts, their word identifi- 
cation strategies, and their under- 
standing of textual features (e.g, 
sound-letter correspondence, sen- 
tence structure, context, graphics). 



der of the first semester. Her value on the process of her students’ learning, 
however, justified the compromise in terms of coverage, even if it created some 
stress for her. Some of her students were concerned that they were “getting 
behind” other classes, and some of her colleagues clearly did not approve of 
what they felt was her cavalier approach to the curriculum, but A4s. Watson felt 
vindicated by the performance of her students on their projects. 

She also found that the “Coming to America” unit helped set the stage for 
the remainder of the year’s learning, thus calling into question the criticism 
that she had sacrificed a portion of the curriculum to accommodate the stu- 
dents’ work on their projects. She saw the curriculum as involving a flow of 
ideas, rather than being partitioned into sections, and so saw their work on 
their projects as part of a larger process of considering the issues raised in 
American literature. The class’s attention to historical perspectives provided 
the basis for a year-long critique of narrative point of view, both in fiction and 
nonfiction prose. Students looked at the narrators in The Red Badge of 
Courage, The Scarlet Letter, and other stories and imagined how the story 
could be told by other characters. At times the students took episodes from 
the literature and rewrote them, narrating the same action from other charac- 
ters’ perspectives. In addition, her instruction in argumentation enabled her to 
ask her students to write increasingly sophisticated arguments, and students 
became adept at persuading other people of their views in both class discus- 
sions and in writing. 

Finally, the classroom structure she adopted for the research workshop 
affected the class for the rest of the year. The students often worked in social 
configurations, using the class as a resource center to inform their inquiries. 
While Ms. Watson did not abandon convention altogether, she often returned 
to the class’s informal arrangement, with students frequently working collabora- 
tively on projects, in small-group discussions and in pairs. Her use of portfolio 
principles continued as she gave students options on choosing compositions to 
develop into polished pieces, and she urged them to reflect on their composing 
processes in waiting, discussion, and other formats. The unit, therefore, provided 
the intellectual and procedural foundation for the students’ learning for the rest 
of the year. 

The main tension that Ms. Watson experienced through her restructuring of 
the classroom to facilitate learning processes was in terms of the conflict that 
developed in covering the prescribed curriculum. Lincoln High School was a 
curriculum- driven place, and Ms. Watson had covered far less of the American 
literature anthology than did her colleagues. This change in priorities concerned 
some of her students, who worried that they were missing out on something 
important by not reading all of the anthology selections. This regard for covering 
the curriculum was also shared by some parents who visited class on Parents’ 
Night and as guest speakers for the class. On the other hand, Ms. Watson had 
far more parental contact, for better or worse, during this unit than at any other 
time during her brief career. 

Daphne Watson also had to defend herself to her department chair against 
the complaints of some colleagues who clearly disapproved of her innovations. 
Her justification for her methods came through the work of her students, and 
the records she kept of their progress. While no longer a comfortable fit with 
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the conventional ways of teaching practiced in her department and throughout 
her school, her teaching was, she felt, more compatible with her students’ learn- 
ing needs. 




Students in A4s. Watson’s class engage with a wide 
range of print and nonprint texts to explore their own 
personal histories, the histories of their classmates, and 
the histories of other Americans that are represented in book, 
film, and personal narrative. Their personal family histories provide the basis for 
their understanding of the development of society on the North American con- 
tinent, and their development of their research projects engages them in the 
gathering, evaluation, and synthesis of data from many sources. Additionally, 
their research takes place over many weeks, and thus engages them in a 
process of composition through which they must consider the conventions of 
the genre in which they are working and the needs of the audience with whom 
they hope to communicate. Through their exposure to the immigration experi- 
ences of people from many backgrounds, they need to consider the moral and 
aesthetic dimensions of the establishment of the United States and the impact 
of the development of this society on people representing groups with different 
degrees of power and advantage. Students use technology to gather and syn- 
thesize information and communicate with others. In many cases, they account 
for linguistic diversity and second language acquisition through their explo- 
ration of immigrant groups' experiences. Through their personal explorations 
of their family histories, and through their exposure to the stories of other class 
members, they participate in a variety of literacy communities and develop per- 
sonal goals for conducting research in the school setting. 
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Stories about Immigration 

Film 

Documentary: 

How the West was lost 
The way west 

Fiction and Autobiography: 

Avalon 

El Norte 

Far and away 

The godfather ; part II 

The immigrants 

The Joy Luck Club 

Little Odessa 

Moscow on the Hudson 

My family 

Once upon a time in America 
Roots 

Literature, Biography, and History 

Abrahams, RD., 8 Szwed, J. F. (Eds.). (1983). After Africa: Extracts from British 
travel accounts and journals of the seventeenth eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries concerning the slaves , their manners, and customs in the British 
West Indies. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Acosta, O. Z. (1 989). The autobiography of a brown buffalo. New York Vintage 
Books. 

Acosta, O. Z. (1 989). The revolt of the cockroach people. New York Vintage 
Books. 

Agnew, B. (1980). Fort Gibson: Terminal on the Trail of Tears. Norman, OR 
University of Oklahoma Press. 

And rysze wski, T. (1994). Immigration: Newcomers and their impact on the 
United States. Brookfield, CT: Millbrook Press. 

Aparicio, F. R (Ed.). (1 994). Latino voices. Brookfield, CT: Millbrook Press. 

Bascom, W. (1972). Shango in the New World. Austin, TX: African and Afro- 
American Institute, University of Texas. 

Blass ingame, J. W. (Ed.). (1977). Slave testimony: Two centuries of letters, 

speeches, interviews, and autobiographies. Baton Rouge, LA Louisiana State 
University Press. , 

Bode, J. (1989). New kids on the block Oral histories of immigrant teens . New 
York Franklin Watts. 

Brent, L. (1973). Incidents in the life of a slave girl. San Diego: Harcourt. 

Bryan, A (1982). I’m going to sing: Black American spirituals (Vol. 2). New 
York Atheneum. 

Buczek, D. S. (1 974). Immigrant pastor: The life of the Right Reverend 

Monsignor Lucyan Bojnowski of New Britain, Connecticut Waterbury, CT: 
Heminway Corp. 

Carlson, L. M. (1 994). American eyes: New Asian-American short stories for 
young adults . New York Holt. 

Carlson, L. M. (Ed.). (1994). Cool salsa: Bilingual poems on growing up Latino in 
the United States . New York Holt. 
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Davis, C. T., & Gates, H. L., Jr. (Eds.). (1985). The slaves narrative: Texts and 
contexts. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Debo, A (1984). And still the waters run: The betrayal of the five civilized 
tribes. Norman, OK; University of Oklahoma Press. 

Douglass, F. (1963). Narrative of the life of Frederick Douglass, an American 
slave, written by himself. Garden City, NY: Dolphin Books. 

Douglass, P. F. (1 939). The story / of German Methodism: Biography of an immi- 
grant soul. New York: The Methodist Book Concern. 

Ehle, j. (1988). Trail of Tears: The rise and fall of the Cherokee nation. New 
York: Anchor Press. 

Epstein, M. (1965). Profiles of eleven: Profiles of eleven men who guided the 
destiny of an immigrant society and stimulated social consciousness among 
the American people . Detroit: Wayne State University Press. 

Erdrich, L. (1 984). Love medicine: A novel. New York Holt, Rinehart, and 
Winston. 

Foster, F. S. (1979). Witnessing slavery r. The development of ante-bellum slave 
narratives. Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 

Galarza, E. (197 1). Barrio boy: The story / of a boys acculturation. South Bend, 

IN: Notre Dame University Press. 

Gates, H. L. (1987). The classic slave narratives. New York: Mentor. 

Grant, D. (1968). The fortunate slave: An illustration of African slavery / in the 
early eighteenth century r. New York Oxford University Press. 

Gross, T. L. (Ed.). (1971 ). A nation of nations: Ethnic literature in America. New 
York Free Press. 

Grossman, S., & Schur, J. B. (Eds.). (1994). In a new land: An anthology / of immi- 
grant literature. Lincolnwood, IL: National Textbook Company. 

Handlin, M. E., & Layton, M. S. (1 983). Let me hear your voice: Portraits of 
aging immigrant Jews. Seattle: University of Washington Press. 

Hoffman, E. (1989). Lost in translation: A life in a new language. New York E. P. 
Dutton. 

Hoobler, D., & Hoobler, T. (1995). The African American family / album. New 
York Oxford University Press. 

Jastrow, M. (1 986). Looking back The American dream through immigrant 
eyes. New York: Norton. 

Josephy, A M. (1 961). The patriot chiefs: A chronicle of American Indian resis- 
tance. New Y ork Viking Press. 

Josephy, A M. (Ed.). (1971). Red power: The American Indians’ light for free- 
dom. New York: McGraw-Hill. 

Karp, A J. (Ed.). (1 976). Golden door to America: The Jewish immigrant experi- 
ence. New York: Viking Press. 

Leinwand, G. (Ed.). (1971). Minorities all. New York Washington Square Press. 

Meltzer, M. (Ed.). (1 995). Frederick Douglass: In his own words. New York Har- 
court Brace and Company. 

Miller, W. (Ed.). (1972). A gathering of ghetto writers: Irish, Italian, Jewish , Black, 
and Puerto Rican. New York New York University Press. 

Morrison, J., & Za husky, C. (1980). American mosaic: The immigrant experi- 
ence in the words of those who lived it New York: Dutton. 

Nash, G. B. (1974). Red, white , and black The peoples of early America. Engle- 
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Neidle, C. S. (1973). Great immigrants. New York Twayne Publishers. 
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NeidJe, C. S. (1975). America’s immigrant women. Boston: Twayne Publishers. 

Paulsen, G. (1987). The crossing. New York: Orchard Books. 

Perkins, B., 8 Perkins, G. (Eds.). (1993). Kaleidoscope: Stories of the American 
experience. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Pitt, N. (1 986). Beyond the high white wall. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons. 

Puzo, M. (1 969). The godfather. New York: Putnam. 

R a wick. G. P. (Ed.). (1979). The American slave: A composite autobiography. 
Westport, CT: Greenwood Press. 

Rios, I. (1 976). Victuum. Ventura, CA Diana-Etna. 

Rodriguez, R. (1981). Hunger of memory: The education of Richard Rodriguez. 
Boston: D. R, Godine. 

Rose, P. I. (Ed.). (1 972). Nation of nations: The ethnic experience and the racial 
crisis. New York: Random House. 

Roth, H. (1 965). Call it sleep: A novel. New York: Cooper Square Publishers. 

Seller, M. (Ed.). (1980). Immigrant women. Philadelphia: Temple University 
Press. 

Tan, A (1 989). The Joy Luck Club. New York: Putnam. 

Tan, A. (1991). The kitchen gods wife. New York: Putnam. 

Taulbert, C. L. (1989). Once upon a time when we were colored. Tulsa, OK: 
Council Oak Books. 

Turner, N. (1861). Confessions of Nat Turner, leader of the late insurrection in 
Southampton, Va., as fully and voluntarily made to Thomas C. Gray (facs. ed.). 
Salem, NH: Ayer. 

van der Beets, R. (1973). Held captive by Indians: Selected narratives, 

1 642- 1 836. Knoxville, TN: University of Tennessee Press. 

Villarreal, ). A (1970). Pocho. Garden City, NY: Anchor Books. 

Wheeler, T. C. (Ed.). (1972). The immigrant experience: The anguish of becom- 
ing American. New York: Penguin Books. 

Teaching Multiethnic Issues 

Books and Articles 

Acuna, R. (1 988). Occupied America: A history / ofChicanos (3rd ed.). New 
York: Harper 8 Row. 

Alba, R. D. (Ed.). (1988). Ethnicity' and race in the U.S.A: Toward the twenty'- first 
century'. New York: Routledge. 

Allen, J. P., 8 Turner, E . }. (1 988). We the people: Am atlas ofAwnerica’s ethnic 
diversity '. New York: Macmillan. 

Archdeacon, T. J. (1 983). Becoming American: An ethnic history '. New York: 
The Free Press. 

Banks, J. A (1 99 1). Teaching strategies for ethnic studies (5th ed.). Boston: Allyn 
8 Bacon. 

Bodnar, J. (1 985). The transplanted: A history / of immigrants in urban Amierica. 
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press. 

Butler, J. E., 8 Walter, J. C. (Eds.). (1 99 1). Transforming the curriculum: Ethnic 
studies and women’s studies. Albany: State University of New York Press. 

Calloway, C. G. (Ed.). (1 988). New directions in American Indian history '. Nor- 
man, OK: University of Oklahoma Press. 

Cordasco, F. (1985). The immigrant woman in North America: An annotated 
bibliography of selected references. Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press. 
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Cordasco, F. (1987). The new American immigration: Evolving patterns of legal 
and illegal emigration: A bibliography of selected references. New York: 
Garland. 

Cordasco, F. (Ed.). (1990). A dictionary / ofAunerican immigration history r. 
Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press. 

Dinnerstein, L., Nichols, R. L„ & Reimers, D. M. (1 990). Natives and strangers: 
Blacks, Indians , and immigrants in America (2nd ed.). New York: Oxford 
University Press. 

Dinnerstein, L., & Reimers, D. M (1987). Ethnic Aunericans: A history / of immi- 
gration (3rd ed.). New York: Harper & Row. 

Franklin, J. H., & Moss, A A, Jr. (1988). From slavery / to freedom: A history t of 
Negro Americans (6th ed.). New York: Knopf. 

Gallimore, R., Boggs, J., & Jordan, C. (1 974). Culture, behavior, and education: A 
study of Hawaiian-Arinericans. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications. 

Goebel, B. A, & Hall, j. (Eds.). (1 995). Teaching a “ new canon”?: Students , teach- 
ers , and texts in the college literature classroom. Urbana, IL: National Coun- 
cil of Teachers of English. 

Hamilton, V. (1 988). Anthony' Burns: The defeat and triumph of a fugitive slave . 
New York: Knopf. 

Handlin, O. (1951). The uprooted: The epic story / of the great migrations that 
made the American people. New York: Grosset & Dunlap. 

Haskins, J. (1 987). Black music in America: A history r through its people. New 
• York: Thomas Y. Crowell. 

Hertzberg, A (1 989). The Jews in America: Four centuries of an uneasy 
encounter: A history'. New York: Simon & Schuster. 

Jones, J. (1986). Labor of love, labor of sorrow: Black women, work, and the fam- 
ily' from slavery' to the present New York: Vintage Books. 

Kim, H-C. (Ed.). (1 986). Dictionary / of Asian American history'. New York: 
Greenwood Press. 

Kivisto, P. (Ed.). (1989). The ethnic enigma: The salience of ethnicity' for 
European-origin ethnic groups. Philadelphia: The Balch Institute Press. 

Knoll, T. (1 982). Becoming Aunericans: Asian sojourners, immigrants , and 
refugees in the western United States. Portland, OR: Coast to Coast 
Books. 

Mind el, C. H., Habenstein, R. W., & Wright, R., Jr. (Eds.). (1 988). Ethnic families 
in America: Patterns and variations (3rd ed.). New York: Elsevier. 

Mitchell, D. D. K (1 972). Resource units in Hawaiian culture. Honolulu: The 
Kamehameha Schools. 

Moquin, W. (Ed.). (1971). Makers of America (V ols. 1-1 0). Chicago: Encyclo- 
pedia Britannica Educational Corporation. 

Nash, G. B. (1 974). Red, white, and black : The peoples of early' America. Engle- 
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Oliver, E, I. (1 994). Crossing the mainstream: Multicultural perspectives in 
teaching literature. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Reimers, D. M. (1 985). Still the golden door: The third world comes to America, 
New York: Columbia University Press, 

Rochman, H. (1993). Against borders: Promoting books for a multicultural 
world. Chicago: Anerican Library Association. 

Rosenberg, M. B. (1986). Making a new home in America . New York: Lothrop, 
Lee, and Shepard Books. 
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Seller, M. (1980). Immigrant women. Philadelphia: Temple University Press. 

Sleeter, C. E. (Ed.). (1 991). Empowerment through multicultural education 
Albany: State University of New York Press. 

Sleeter, C. E., 8 Grant, C. A (1988). Making choices for multicultural education: 
Five approaches to race , class, and gender. Columbus, OH: Merrill Publishing 
Company. 

Stotsky, S. (1995). Guidelines for selecting European ethnic literature for inter- 
disciplinary courses. English Leadership Quarterly ; 17(1), 1-6. 

Takaki, R. (1 989). Strangers from a different shore: A history / of Asian Ameri- 
cans. Boston: Little, Brown. 

Wilson, A (1 987). Mixed race’ ’ children: A study of identity. Boston: Allen 8 
Unwin. 

Journal 

Multicultural Leader, Educational Materials and Services Center, 144 Railroad 
Ave., Suite 107, Edmonds, WA 98020 

Organizations and Committees 

Assembly on Atematives for English Language Arts Instruction for Students 
with Diverse Academic Needs of the National Council of Teachers of 
English 

NCTE Advisory Committee of People of Color 

NCTE Commission on Educators of Color (subcommittee of the Conference 
on English Education) 

NCTE Commission on Teacher Education for Teachers of Urban, Rural, and 
Suburban Students of Color (subcommittee of the Conference on English 
Education) 

NCTE Commission on Urban Schools (subcommittee of the Conference on 
English Leadership) 

NCTE Committee on Racism and Bias in the Teaching of English 

NCTE Committee on Teaching about Genocide and Intolerance 

NCTE Task Force on Involving People of Color in the Council 

NCTE/SLATE Steering Committee on Social and Political Concerns 



Portfolios 

Books 

Belanoff, P, 8 Dickson, M. (Eds.). (1 991). Portfolios: Process and product 
Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

Black, L., Daiker, D. A, Sommers, J., 8 Stygall, G. (1 994). New directions in port- 
folio assessment: Reflective practice , critical theory, and large-scale scoring . 
Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

Gill, K. (Ed.). (1 993). Process and portfolios in writing instruction . Classroom 
Practices in Teaching English, Volume 26. Urbana, IL: National Council of 
Teachers of English. 

Gomez, M. L., Graue, M. E., 8 Bloch, M. N. (1 991). Reassessing portfolio assess- 
ment: Rhetoric and reality. Language Arts, 68(8), 620-628. 

Hamp-Lyons, L, 8 Condon, W. (1 993). Questioning assumptions about portfolio- 
based assessment College Composition and Communication, 44(2), 1 76-190. 

Hewitt, G. (1 995). A portfolio primer Teaching, collecting, and assessing stu- 
dent writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
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Porter, C., 8 Cleland, J. (1995). The portfolio as a learning strategy Portsmouth, 
NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

Rogers, T., 8 Soter, A (Eds.). (1994, Spring/Summer). RedeBnlng the boundaries 
of portfolio assessment ; Special issue of Ohio Journal of the English Lan- 
guage Arts, 55(1). 

Smith, M. A, 8 Ylvisaker, M. (Eds.). (1993). Teachers' voices: Portfolios in the 
classroom. Berkeley, CA National Writing Project. 

Tierney, R., Carter, M., 8 Desai, L. (1 99 1). Portfolio assessment in the reading- 
writing classroom . Norwood, MA Christopher-Gordon Publishers. 

Wolf, D., Bixby, J., Glen, J., 8 Gardner, G. (1991). To use their minds well: Inves- 
tigating new forms of assessment. In L. Darling-Ha mmond (Ed.), Review of 
Research in Education (pp. 31-74). Washington, D. C.: American Educa- 
tional Research Association. 

Yancey, K. B. (Ed.). (1992). Portfolios in the writing classroom: An introduction. 
Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Using the Internet 

Books 

Cumming, J., 8 Sayers, D. (1995). Brave new schools: Challenging cultural illiter- 
acy through global learning networks . New York St. Martin’s Press. 

Engst, A C. (1 994). Internet starter kit for Macintosh (2nd ed.). Indianapolis, IN: 
Hayden Books. 

Fraase, M. (1993). The Mac Internet tour guide: Cruising the Internet the easy 
way Chapel Hill, NC: Ventana Press. 

Fraase, Ad. (1 994). The Windows Internet tour guide: Cruising the Internet the 
easy way Chapel Hill, NC: Ventana Press. 

Frey, D., 8 Adams, R (1 994). !%@:: A directory of electronic mail addressing 
and networks (4th ed ). Sebastopol, CA: O’Reilly 8 Associates. 

Harris, J. (1 994). Way of the ferret: Finding educational resources on the Inter- 
net. Eugene, OR. ISTE. 

Krol, E. (1993). The whole Internet: Users guide and catalog. Sebastopol, CA 
O’Reilly 8 Associates. 

Pierce, J. W., Blomeyer, R., 8 Roberts, T. M. (1 995). Surfing the Internet: A 
whale of an information source for educational researchers. Educational 
Researcher, 24(5), 25-26. 

Using Computer Technology 

Books, Chapters, and Articles 

Brooks, J. G, 8 Brooks, M. G. (1 993). In search of understanding: The case for 
constructivist classrooms . Aexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and 
Curriculum Development. 

Bruce, B., Peyton, J. K, 8 Batson, T. (Eds.). (1 993). Network-based classrooms: 
Promises and realities. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Franklin, S. (Ed.). (1991). Writing & technology: Ideas that w ork— the best of the 
Writing Notebook (Vol. 2). Eugene, OR: Visions for Learning. 

Handa, C. (Ed.). (1990). Computers and community: Teaching composition in 
the twenty-first century /. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

Handler, M., Dana, A, 8 Moore, J. (1995). Hypermedia as a student tool: A guide 
for teachers. Englewood, CO: Libraries Unlimited/Teachers Ideas Press. 
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Hawisher, G., & LeBlanc, P. (Eds.). (1992). Re-imagining computers and compo- 
sition: Teaching and research in the virtual age . Portsmouth, NH: 
Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

Holmes, K, & Rawitsch, D. (1993). Evaluating technology-based instructional 
programs. Denton, TX: Texas Center for Educational Technology. 

Honey, M., & Henriquez, A (1993). Telecommunications and K- 12 educators: 
Findings from a national survey . New York Center for Technology in Educa- 
tion. Bank Street College of Education. 

Howe, S. H. (1 989). Reading writing , and computers: Planning for integration. 
Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 

Katzer, S., & Cmkovich, C. A (1991). From scribblers to scribes: Young writers 
use the computer Englewood, CO: Teachers Ideas Press. 

Kearsley, G., & Lynch, W. (1994). Educational technology: Leadership perspec- 
tives. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Educational Technology Publications. 

Keefe, J. W., & Walberg, H. J. (Eds.). (1992). Teaching for thinking. Reston, VA 
National Association of Secondary School Principals. 

Lea, M. (Ed.). (1992). Contexts of computer-mediated communication. New 
York Wheatsheaf. 

LeBlanc, P. (1993). Writing teachers writing software: Creating our place in the 
electronic age. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Malle, M. (1994). Teaching for inclusion (2nd ed.). Boston: Allyn & Bacon. 

Means, B. (Ed.). (1994). Technology and education reform: The reality behind 
the promise. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Monroe, R (1993). Writing and thinking with computers: A practical guide and 
progressive approach. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Nardi, B. A (Ed.). (1996). Context and consciousness: Activity theory and 
human -computer interaction. Cambridge, MA MIT Press. 

Perkins, D. N., Schwartz, J. L., West, M. M., & Wiske, M. S. (Eds.). (1995). Soft- 
ware goes to school: Teaching for understanding with new r technologies. 

New York Oxford University Press. 

Selfe, C. (1989). Creating a computer-supported writing facility: A blueprint for 
action. Houghton, Ml: Computers & Composition, Michigan Technology 
University. 

Thornburg, D. (1992). Edutrends 2010: Restructuring, technology, and the 
future of education. Mountain View, CA Starsong Publications. 

Turner, S., & Land, M. (1994). HyperCard: A tool for learning. Belmont, CA 
Wadsworth Publishing Company. 

Journals 

Computers and Composition, Gail Hawisher, University of Illinois 

Computers in Human Behavior, Elsevier Science Ltd., Tarry Town, NY 

Human-Computer Interaction, Lawrence Erlbaum Associates 

Journal of Research on Computing in Education, International Society for Tech- 
nology in Education, Houston, TX 

Library Software Review, Sage Publications 

Organizations and Committees 

NCTE Assembly on Computers in English 

NCTE Commission on Media 

NCTE Committee on Computers in Composition and Communication (sub- 
committee of the Conference on College Composition and Communication) 
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NCTE Committee on Information Literacy 
NCTE Committee on Instructional Technology 



Conferences, Collaboration, and Writing Groups 

Books, Chapters, and Articles 

Anson, C. (Ed.). (1 989). Writing and response: Theory, practice, and research. 
Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Brooke, R, Mirtz, R., & Evans, R (1994). Small groups in writing workshops: Invi- 
tations to a writers life. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Brubacher, M., Payne, R, & Rickett, IC (Eds.). (1 990). Perspectives on small 
group learning: Theory and practice. Ontario, Canada: Rubicon. 

Cohen, E. G. (1 994). Designing groupwork Strategies for the heterogeneous 
classroom (2nd ed.). New York Teachers College Press. 

Davidson, N., & Worsham, T. (Eds.). (1992). Enhancing thinking through cooper- 
ative learning. New York Teachers College Press. 

Dawe, C. W., & Doman, E. A (1 987). One to one: Resources for conference 
centered writing (3rd ed.). Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

DiPardo, A, & Freedman, S. W. (1988). Peer response groups in the writing 
classroom: Theoretic foundations and new directions. Review / of Educational 
Research , 55(2), 119-149. 

Dressman, M. (1 993). Lionizing lone wolves: The cultural romantics of literacy 
workshops. Curriculum Inquiry , 23: 245-263. 

Dyson, A H. (Ed ). (1 989). Collaboration through writing and reading: Exploring 
possibilities. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Flynn, T., & King, M. (Eds.). (1 993). Dynamics of the writing conference: Social and 
cognitive interactions. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Gere, A R (1 987). Writing groups: History, theory, and implications. Carbon- 
dale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press. 

Golub, J. (Ed.). (1 980). Eocus on collaborative learning: Classroom practices in 
teaching English. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. 

Golub, J. (1 994). Activities for an interactive classroom. Urbana, IL: National 
Council of Teachers of English. 

Harris, M. (1 986). Teaching one to one: The writing conference . Urbana, IL: 
National Council of Teachers of English. 

Johnson, D., Johnson, R, & Holubec, E. (1 990). Circles of learning: Cooperation 
in the classroom (3rd ed.). Edinah, MN: Interaction Book Company. 

Kutz, E., & Roskelly, H. (1 991 ). An unquiet pedagogy: Transforming practice in 
the English classroom . Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Newkirk T. (1 995). The writing conference as performance. Research in the 
Teaching of English, 29(2), 193-215. 

Peterson, P., Wilkinson, L., & Hallinan, M. (Eds.). (1 984). The social context of 
instruction: Group organization and group processes. New York Academic 
Press. 

Rubin, D. L., & Dodd, W. M. (1 987). Talking into writing: Exercises for basic 
writers. Urbana, IL: ERIC Clearinghouse on Reading and Communication 
Skills and National Council of Teachers of English. 

Sharan, Y, & Sharan, S. (1 992). Expanding cooperative learning through group 
investigation . New York Teachers College Press. 



0 




Standards in Practice , Grades 9-12 



140 



Smagorinsky, P. (1991). The aware audience: Role-playing peer-response 
groups. English Journal 80(5), 35-40. 

Smagorinsky, P., & Fly, P. K. (1994). A new perspective on why small groups do 
and don’t work. English Journal 83( 3), 54-58. 

Spear, K (1987). Sharing wTiting: Peer response groups in English classes. 
Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

Spear, K (1993). Peer response groups in action: Writing together in secondary 
schools. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers. 

Sperling, M. (1990). I want to talk to each of you: Collaboration and the teacher- 
student writing conference. Research in the Teaching of English, 24(5), 
279-321. 

Sperling, M. (1991). Dialogues of deliberation: Conversation in the teacher-stu- 
dent writing conference. Written Communication, 8(2), 131-162. 

Tobin, L. (1993). Writing relationships: What really happens in the composition 
class. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Willinsky, J. (1990). The new literacy: Redefining reading and writing in schools. 
New York Routledge. 

Video 

Cohen, E. G. (1994). Status treatments for the classroom. New York Teachers 
College Press. 

Journal 

Small Group Research, Sage Publications 

Committee 

NCTE Committee on Alternatives to Grading Student Writing 
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This glossary is intended to provide a brief introduction to some terms used 
in this book If readers wish for more detailed information, they should consult 
the lists of resources located at the end of each chapter. 

Cooperative Learning: Cooperative learning stresses the social aspects of 
learning. Advocates of cooperative learning criticize conventional school struc- 
ture and assessment in which students are isolated for instruction and evaluation 
and compete with one another for grades. Cooperative learning usually involves 
small groups of students working together towards a common end. Rather than 
competing with one another for a grade, they try to pool their resources to 
develop a group product. Students both learn from and teach one another 
under such arrangements. 

Cooperative learning does not simply “work” by putting students together. 
There are no universal formulas concerning group size, group composition, task 
structure, incentive structure, or other aspects of group formation and process. 

In general, in cooperative learning situations each participant seeks to help oth- 
ers learn and grow, and the group members share a common goal. The process 
through which a group functions towards this end varies from situation to situa- 
tion, and is a function of the processes that govern a class as a whole. In other 
words, a class in which a teacher primarily lectures and grades according to a 
competitive curve is not likely to have a smooth transition to a cooperative 
small-group setting, a setting that requires learners to discuss complex, open- 
ended problems and issues to achieve collaborative, mutual understanding. A 
cooperative learning environment needs to be fostered through collaborative 
work in both whole-class and small-group discussions and activities. 

Grammar: In Grammar for Teachers, Constance Weaver points out that 
the term “grammar” refers to many different things. Among them are: 

1 . “Grammar” is synonymous with syntax, and thus refers to aspects of sen- 
tence structure. 

2. “Grammar” is synonymous with “usage”; thus, “good grammar” refers to 
standard usage of English. 
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3. In linguistics, a “grammar” describes the syntactic structure of a language. 

4. In psycholinguistics, a “grammar” describes the processes by which sen- 
tences are produced and comprehended. 

5. “Grammar” is a text book used for teaching the first four notions of gram- 
mar. 

‘Traditional grammar instruction” refers to instruction in the parts of speech 
independent of the social uses of language. By most accounts, traditional gram- 
mar instruction is among the most widely practiced method of teaching both 
language usage and writing in American schools. According to Weaver, “as long 
ago as 1936, the Curriculum Commission of the National Council of Teachers 
of English recommended that ‘all teaching of grammar separate from the manip- 
ulation of sentences be discontinued . . . since every scientific attempt to prove 
that knowledge of grammar is useful has failed . . . ’” (p. 5). Both Braddock, 
Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer’s Research in Written Composition (which reviewed 
writing research from 1 943- 1 963) and Hillocks s Research on Written Com- 
position (which reviewed writing research from 1 963- 1 983) emphatically sup- 
port this conclusion. 

Multiple Intelligences: Howard Gardner developed his theory of multi- 
ple intelligences through studies of neurology and cultural history. He believes 
that people have seven “intelligences,” which involve both problem solving and 
problem finding: linguistic intelligence, which is the ability to use language with 
facility; logical/mathematical intelligence, which allows one to compute num- 
bers or string together chains of logic; musical intelligence, which allows a per- 
son to create or appreciate configurations of sound in an effective way; spatial 
intelligence, through which one configures space for a desired effect; 
bodily/kinesthetic intelligence, which is the intelligent use of the body; inter- 
personal intelligence, through which people understand one another; and 
intrapersonal intelligence, through which people understand themselves. The 
implications of his theory for English/language arts classes are that productivity 
and assessment should not be confined to narrow areas of intelligence, such as 
the individual production of analytic essays, but should involve drama, art, 
music, collaboration, introspection, and other types of performances as well. 

Portfolio: The idea of a portfolio is borrowed from the art world, where 
artists keep a selection of their best, most representative work to show to others 
for evaluation. Assessing language arts students through portfolios is a response 
to conventional evaluation in which a student receives a grade for every assign- 
ment done, and in which a final grade is determined through a computation of 
the average of all scores. By using conventional evaluation, teachers value the 
product of student work at the expense of the process behind its production, 
and also assume that the grade a student ultimately receives for a marking 
period is the sum total of all efforts. Portfolio approaches assume that students 
make mistakes, learn through errors, require time to develop skills, and other- 
wise are involved in a learning process as they work towards the completion of a 
product. In a portfolio approach, grading each and every step in the learning 
process can be punitive and ultimately provides a false picture of a student’s 
learning. Students are instead evaluated on a smaller set of finished products, 
with the steps taken along the way evaluated and responded to but not always 
officially graded. Often a portfolio will include not only finished products, but 
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the series of drafts that the student generated in order to arrive at the final ver- 
sion. All finished products are not necessarily included; students may make 
selections from among portfolio items rather than submitting them all, allowing 
students opportunities to experiment with topics and genres without the fear of 
evaluative repercussions. Finally, portfolio approaches stress the learner’s reflec- 
tion and self-evaluation. Drafts, outlines, and other efforts undertaken in the 
process of writing often serve as opportunities for students to reflect on how 
they learn, with this reflection coming through writing (perhaps in a journal), 
through conferences with the teacher and/or other students, or through another 
medium. 

Process Approaches to Teaching Writing: References to “the writing 
process” are now common among English teachers. The “process movement’’ 
began as a response to instruction that focused on written products. Product- 
oriented instruction typically focused on form at both the text and sentence lev- 
els. The form of a text was emphasized by showing students model essays of a 
particular genre such as the five-paragraph theme, having them label its parts, 
and then asking them to imitate these parts in essays of their own. Sentence 
level form was a focus of traditional grammar instruction in which students 
learned to label the parts of speech and parse sentences written by someone 
else, and were then instructed to follow the grammatical rules they’d studied in 
their own writing. 

Process-oriented approaches are more concerned with the generation of 
content, with aspects of form coming later during consideration of the finished 
product’s communicative purpose. Often teachers refer to “the writing process’’ 
as a series of stages progressing from prewriting to drafting to revising to editing 
to completion, with feedback from peers and/or teachers taking place through- 
out the process. At times writing instruction under the “process” banner is 
reduced to a linear progression through these stages. Many teachers feel the 
process ought to be more recursive, with each “stage” taking place during all oth- 
ers. There is disagreement over whether there is a single writing process that 
students can learn to guide all of their writing, or whether different tasks and 
communities require attention to specific features, thus necessitating an under- 
standing of a possibly infinite variety of writing processes. 

Reader-Response Theory: Reader-response theory regards reading as a 
constructive process. From this perspective a written text does not have an 
inherent meaning, but takes on meaning through a reader’s response to it. A 
reader reads a text somewhat in the same way that a musician “reads” a musical 
score: The notes proride a guide that the musician interprets according to a per- 
sonal vision. Excessive improvisation is worthy in its own way, but does not con- 
stitute a “reading” of the written score. In the same manner, a reader of a written 
text needs to follow the words but imputes personal meaning to them. 

In A Teachers Introduction to Reader-Response Theories, Richard Beach 
describes five types of influences on a reader’s construction of meaning for the 
words of a written text: 

Text-based: The written text itself is written according to codes. At times 
these are obvious, such as the use of subheads in an academic article; at times 
they are subtle, such as the use of cultural references, e.g., Faulkner’s title Absa- 
lom, Absalom !, to signify relationships within a literary work The manner in 




144 



128 



Standards in Practice > Grades 9~I2 



which a reader recognizes these textual codes and constructs a meaning for 
them determines the “meaning” that a text will have for him or her. 

Psychological: Readers rely on frameworks known as “scripts” or “schemata” 
to inform their reading. These scripts might come from knowledge of genres: A 
scientist knows how a research report is structured and uses that knowledge to 
locate information quickly. A script might also come from personal experience; 
people who have experienced absurdity wall use that knowledge to inform their 
understanding of the characters in novels by Kurt Vonnegut, Jr. 

Experiential: Every reader brings personal experiences to a reading that 
affect the ways in which meaning is constructed. These experiences may affect 
meaning construction for fiction and nonfiction as well. In fiction, a reader may 
have experienced ostracism in such a way as to create sympathy for Hester 
Prynne and antipathy towards the townspeople in The Scarlet Letter In nonfic- 
tion, a reader may read a history book and develop sympathies based on per- 
sonal experiences parallel to those of historical figures. 

Social: The social environment of learning can affect how readers respond to 
literature. A classroom that regards literature as a puzzle to be solved according 
to a single formula will encourage readers to respond in one way; a class in 
which students keep reading logs, talk about how they feel about the characters, 
and are encouraged to make personal connections to characters will encourage 
readers to respond in another. 

Cultural: Readers’ cultural backgrounds can affect their response to literature. 
This phenomenon helps explain why many African American readers have a 
negative reaction to Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, or why a woman reader might 
feel empty or angry reading fiction in which female characters serve primarily as 
props. 

In practice, all five of these factors contribute to a reader’s response. If I read 
Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, I recognize Faulkner’s use of spiral form and multiple 
narrators (text-based); use my schematic knowledge of journey myths (psycho- 
logical); draw on personal knowledge of avarice to recognize Anse’s motives 
(experiential); read according to prevailing values, such as the New Critical val- 
ues of the college classes I attended or the affective orientation of an adult read- 
ing club (social); and draw on cultural knowledge, such as shared references for 
the Biblical images of fire and water (cultural). Often, however, theorists and 
teachers believe that one of these approaches ought to prevail at the expense of 
others. 

Reading /Writing Workshops: Workshops are activity-oriented class- 
rooms that involve a great deal of student choice and autonomy in directing 
their learning. A writing workshop is devoted entirely to writing, often invoking 
Dewey’s notions of “discovery learning” and “learning by doing” to justify the 
method. Students typically identify their own writing goals in conferences with 
the teacher, and then student and teacher set up a personal curriculum that will 
lead to the achievement of those goals. Students’ grades are determined by the 
degree to which they meet their own goals. Students may use class time to work 
on any writing of their choice. The teacher’s role is to oversee student produc- 
tion, meet frequently with each student in conferences, maintain records of 
progress, make decisions about whether group instruction in particular areas is 
necessary and provide that instruction in brief “mini-lessons,” provide a formal 
beginning and ending to each class in whole group meetings where students can 
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share thoughts and writing, and otherwise facilitate students’ progress toward 
their goals. Teachers in such classes often write along with their students and 
share their writing during group sharing times. 

Scaffolding: The metaphor of an “instructional scaffold” comes from Jerome 
Bruner’s effort to translate Vygotsky’s developmental psychology into teaching 
principles. A scaffold refers to the support a teacher provides for students during 
the early stages of learning a specific skill. Ideally, students will receive explicit 
support early in a learning process and have that support gradually withdrawn as 
they take greater responsibility for learning. Teachers scaffold learning by clearly 
articulating goals and providing students with an understanding of how particular 
tools (e.g., writing and reading strategies) can help them achieve the stated goals. 
Often students move from teacher-supported whole group settings to small 
groups where they support one another’s development without the teacher’s 
direct intervention, and finally move toward independent performance. 

Some have criticized this metaphor for being too top-down, and have argued 
in the manner of Dewey that learning is a joint activity between teachers and 
learners that requires negotiation and reconstruction of the goals and uses of 
learning tools. A scaffold, therefore, needs to be co-constructed by teachers and 
students. Others have criticized the idea of scaffolding because it places teachers 
in the directive role of determining the learning goals students ought to have 
and the processes through which they ought to achieve them. Such approaches 
are not sufficiently “student-centered” to these critics, and can involve cultural 
bias when members of cultural minorities are taught that their own ways of com- 
municating and purposes for learning are not valued by schools. 

Student- and Teacher-Centered Instruction: Most educational publica- 
tions- today favor “student-centered” (aka “progressive” or “transformative”) teach- 
ing, often in contrast with what is called “teacher-centered” (aka “traditional,” 
“mimetic,” or “academic”) teaching. The person at the “center” of teaching 
decides what content and processes are learned, and how, when, and under 
what arrangement that learning takes place. Larry Cuban, in How Teachers 
Taught defines the two extremes as follows: 

Student-Centered Instruction: Students talk at least as much as the teacher; 
instruction usually takes place individually or in small groups; students help 
choose and organize the course content; students help determine the classroom 
rules; classrooms include a variety of learning stations to suit different student 
interests— these stations are available at least half the time; furniture (and thus 
student configurations) is realigned frequently. 

Teacher-Centered Instruction: Teacher talk exceeds student talk; whole class 
instruction predominates, with students usually seated in rows facing the teacher 
in front; the teacher determines the content and process of study; the teacher 
relies on a textbook for decision making. 

In actual practice, these approaches represent extremes on a continuum, 
with most teachers falling somewhere in between the two as what Cuban calls 
“hybrids.” 

Teacher-Research: Teacher-research (aka “action research”) refers to 
research conducted by teachers on their own teaching. Historically, teacher- 
research has had low status among educational researchers because university 
researchers have controlled the terms of discussions about research. Recently 



o® Standards in Practice , Grades 9-12 




teacher-research has gained greater credibility because many have begun to 
argue that it be viewed and evaluated on its own terms rather than on those pre- 
ferred by university researchers. University researchers have historically valued 
research that can be “replicated”; that is, research where the findings are the 
same no matter where the research is conducted. Teacher-research now empha- 
sizes that the most valuable research findings that teachers can achieve are 
those derived from a study of their own teaching. The particular configuration of 
teacher, students, school, community, state, and others involved in a teaching- 
learning relationship provides a specific context that is often poorly informed by 
research conducted at other sites. Teacher-research is valuable precisely 
because it cannot be replicated; rather it informs specific situations. Teachers 
who study their own classes can enrich their practice through a greater under- 
standing of the consequences of the particular ways in which they structure their 
activity with students. According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle in Inside/Outside, 
teacher-research can come in four forms: teacher journals, oral inquiry, class- 
room studies, and essays. 

A second focus of teacher-research is the study of students outside school. 
Rather than studying classroom processes, these teacher-researchers study stu- 
dents in their homes and communities to try to understand their cultural back- 
grounds. This knowledge of student life in turn informs classroom practice as a 
teacher tries to conduct the class so that all learners have equal opportunities to 
succeed. 

Tracking: Tracking refers to efforts to divide students up into homoge- 
neous groups for instruction. Ideally, a “track” will place students of similar per- 
formance ability or aptitude together so that a teacher can tailor instruction 
specifically to each groups needs. Schools often develop three tracks: a top 
track known as “honors,” “high ability,” or perhaps a neutral term (such as a 
color); a middle track known as “regular,” “average,” or a neutral term; and a low 
track known as “basic,” “essential,” “low-ability,” or a neutral term. Proponents of 
tracking argue that such arrangements do not penalize especially high-achieving 
students by placing them in classes in which instruction is aimed at less able stu- 
dents; similarly, low-achieving students can have instruction geared to an appro- 
priate pace so that they are not left behind by classes designed for more adept 
students. 

Critics of tracking argue that the placement of students is a matter of percep- 
tion that may underestimate or ignore their various abilities and intelligences. 
Additionally, tracking can become a self-fulfilling prophecy, that is, a student 
placed in a track will perform according to the expectations of that track regard- 
less of ability. Tracking is often seen as racist since minority students dispropor- 
tionally make up the ranks of low tracks and are similarly absent from high 
tracks. Tracking is criticized for sorting students according to behavior rather 
than academic performance; students who are “trouble” in school frequently get 
assigned to low-track classes, creating difficult learning and teaching challenges 
for the classroom. Finally, tracking can beget a “rich-get-rich er” condition within 
a school; that is, students who get placed in higher tracks early achieve at an 
accelerated pace and make it unlikely for a student in a lower track to “move up” 
because of the ever-increasing distance in content and process knowledge. 

Writing Across the Curriculum: Proponents of Writing Across the Cur- 
riculum (WAC) argue that students should engage in extended writing in all 
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subject areas, even those in which writing has not historically been valued for 
'communication. Advocates argue that through such an arrangement students 
would engage in extended thought across the curriculum, rather than taking 
short answer, multiple choice, and true/false tests in content areas. Critics argue 
that (1) students do not easily transfer writing skills from one genre and disci- 
pline to another, thereby making it essential that teachers in all subject areas be 
knowledgeable writing teachers if WAC programs are to succeed; (2) teachers 
in all subject areas do not receive training in writing instruction, nor are they 
usually experienced writers themselves, therefore making WAC goals unlikely 
to be realized; and (3) writing, while historically the privileged medium in Eng- 
lish classes, is not the primary symbol system of other disciplines, therefore mak- 
ing it questionable whether it should be imposed across the curriculum. 

Writing to Learn: According to this view, writing is a process through 
which a learner develops new thoughts at the point of utterance. This view val- 
ues writing as a tool for developing thought and is often contrasted with concep- 
tions of writing in which only the final product is considered. This view also 
challenges the belief that writing is a representation of thought, in that thought 
changes through the use of writing. Often, those who subscribe to a writing-to- 
leam perspective value journals, ffeewrites, and other informal, ungraded writing 
in which people are encouraged to explore topics, ideas, and feelings. Writing- 
to-Leam movements have been challenged by those who hold that writing is 
one of many tools through which students may learn during the process of pro- 
duction. From this perspective, writing is one of a variety of tools-including art, 
dance, and other media— through which students may learn during the process 
of composition. From this view, writing is potentially a tool of great importance 
to some students, but is not the optimal tool for all. Such critics view composing 
across the curriculum as a more appropriate goal, with the tool of composition 
varying from student to student and discipline to discipline. 

Young Adult Literature: Young Adult Literature (YAL), or Adolescent 
Literature, is literature (usually novels) in which the protagonist is a young teen. 
Proponents of YAL believe that the traditional literary canon offers young 
teenagers little to personally relate to because it does not address the issues that 
face modem teens and because it rarely emphasizes the experiences faced 
developmental^ by young teens. Proponents argue that students benefit more 
from reading contemporary books about people their own age than from read- 
ing books regarded as classics by adults. Critics argue that most contemporary 
literature is of lesser literary quality than classic texts and that a curriculum 
should emphasize long-term quality over short-term interest. 
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In this fourth volume of 
NCTE’s Standards in Practice 
series, Peter Smagorinsky 
presents five composites of 
teachers and students in ac- 
tion to portray and elaborate 
on the English language arts 
standards developed by the 
National Council of Teachers 
of English and the Interna- 
tional Reading Association. 

Smagorinsky demonstrates 
that teaching and learning are 
not generic, homogeneous 
activities that transcend time, 
space, and culture. By setting his narrative vignettes in different social 
and cultural contexts— each with its own distinct set of values and 
with learners who bring these values to class— Smagorinsky reveals 
the “situatedness” of both teaching and learning. This book helps 
illustrate how classroom teachers can adapt standards into a 
learner-centered pedagogy, a pedagogy that does not deny what 
students have learned and experienced outside their school’s doors, 
but builds upon it. 
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